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Forward 


At the time of writing, there’s no interest in these novels, and I don’t expect there to ever be 
much interest in them among the general public, or anyone for that matter. The main purpose of 
making these frivolous works readily available, is to satisfy the curiosity of any possible 
interested party. This is enough reason for me to do the extremely minor amount of work of 
compiling the three books — the lengthy, willfully discursive picaresque adventures of “Ballad” 
and “Moist”, as well as the harmless, incomplete short-novel “Point” — into a single document. I 
admire those who dig through the obscure, not to dredge up things, but to satisfy their own 


curiosity. A remote possibility to facilitate their digging is something I welcome. 


“Ballad” was undertaken during the quarantine brought on by the dangerous first stage of 
the covid19 plague. It was a valuable distraction, and a good change from my primary 
occupation of fine art — or from what it had become, producing image after image that stacked up 
and created an ever-increasing weight, an occupation which my midwestern background views 
as vanity, works not in the service of church or state. Because I have the temerity to create these 
things, they must become an excess weight, a source of embarrassment. Anything worthwhile 
will eventually become a source of humiliation, and we will all return to the Syberian farm- 


animal anonymity of the Fold. God in his Heaven, all right with the world. 


In terms of vanity, writing is even worse than painting. An image can be viewed in a 
second, a song can be put on in the background, but the written word takes time to digest, even 
the most reader-friendly. Nobody can take in 400 pages in a short time. However, the 
advantages are obvious. Saved as word files, any amount of writing takes up effectively no 
space. File sizes are insignificant to modern machines, which are obligatory devices for modern 


life, anyway. Multiple copies can be easily created and sent to multiple places. When a work of 


art is destroyed, it’s all over — only the secondhand documentation remains, limited by the 
parameters of the camera. And when one works over years and years, even small works on 
paper accumulate to form a prodigious storage problem. Expecting others to want to deal with 
ones’ creations would be outrageous vanity, unacceptable narcissism that shouldn’t even be 
humored, unless it’s as a source of fun. But opinions of the writing and the writer don’t translate 


into this type of practical problem. 


Of course, this doesn’t touch on the actual advantages of writing over imagery — that 
writing can go in-depth in the specific information it imparts, engaging the reader in a level of 
discussion that’s effectively impossible for the image. Fine art takes advantage of ambiguity, of 
interpretation. Writing does this too, of course, but it doesn’t “foster discussion” — it tells. A 
painter paints a tree, and viewers can decide what they think of that tree, and that’s the end of it. 
A writer writes, “This tree was horribly ugly, and I’m going to tell you in exhaustive detail why 


it was horribly ugly, and how this pertains to my childhood.” 


Being able to wield this dictatorial control over my (obviously nonexistent) audience was 
exciting. However, contrary to the midwestern belief that anyone who does creative work is 
either a genius or a conceited idiot (and they’re all conceited idiots unless they’re rich and 
famous), I was never under the misapprehension that “Ballad” was “good”. It was always only 
meant to be a fun, silly exercise. But I felt that the writing muscles which were strengthening 
simply as a result of finishing it, could eventually lead to something. Or not. Either way, the 


whole goofy experience was satisfying. 


“Ballad” was extremely childish. With “Moist”, I wanted to continue being childish, but 
to also add some more “R-rated” elements. Where “Ballad” is “rated T for Teen”, “Moist” is 


“rated R for Ridiculous” (chortle). It’s an amazingly disgusting novel, not because of any 


espousal of sociopathic ideas, but simply because of the cartoonish booger-humor gore that I 
threw into it. I generally have little interest in such stuff myself. I’m not any kind of 


“gorehound”. I really just did it all for silly fun, as continues to come through all-too-clearly. 


In “Point”, I wanted to see if I could write something a bit “classier’”’, while still 
maintaining a high level of ridiculousness. To say it wasn’t a high bar would be beyond 
understatement — the bar was nonexistent. The main problem with this (mercifully) shorter work 
is that it leads inexorably to another picaresque adventure, as if there’s some massive 
gravitational force preventing me from writing any other kind of work, always pulling me back 
in. The only way I could avoid this fate was by ending the work right when the adventure would 
begin, thus making the whole thing feel unfinished. But it’s really more of a sketch than a true 


story, anyway. 


The three works have less than zero merit as literature. It’s only from some casually 
“surrealist” angle, by viewing them as bizarre curiosities, that they could have any value. The 
extreme ease of self-publishing through Amazon has caused a wild proliferation of this type of 
thing. A work published in this way, Mac Boyles’ “Orson Welles of Mars”, was a partial 
inspiration for my making these things. But I’d also wanted to put something in my style down 
in writing for years, never knowing the best way to go about it. This is why these books have 
value to me. They represent, in my own mind, the ability of my characters to come to life, or 
something approximating life, beyond the sketch format. This sense of life, of expanded 
parameters, is the reason I hold onto the idea of writing as a possibly valuable part of my 


practice. As for the books themselves, only the brave should venture into these juvenile 


exercises. But let there be juvenile writing. Fill the world with it.’ I’m less and less concerned 


with the sanctity of traditional culture. 


The perceptive might point out that these books read more like arguments against 
themselves than arguments against traditional culture. No doubt. But there’s one thing I do 
think, in my infinite audacity, I have the right and the authority to say — after all, this forward is 
by far the best piece of writing you’ll find here, so if a point’s to be made in all this mess, 
perhaps now’s the time to make it. I feel certain that, in the event one does in-fact find a way to 
bring down unneeded traditional constraints and benefit humanity by expanding the horizons of 
perception, the last thing you can expect from the stewards of tradition is to come up, pat you on 
the back, and say, “Boy, you really got me! I’m questioning all my values and it’s making me 
extremely uncomfortable. Good job, A+, we’re all throwing you a pizza party and you’re the 


most popular kid in school.” That’s just not how it works, and I don’t even feel conceited saying 


so. 


- Harper Hair, New Orleans, Febuary 2022 


' Upon further reflection, I’d rather the world not be filled with juvenile literature, but I’m leaving the comment in 
here as a record of how J felt at the time (that time being about six hours ago). 
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1. Jazzy Beginnings 


Barry walked. He walked along the path paved with gray asphalt. Slopes, blanketed in green, 
rose up on either side. Copses of giant bamboo reeds stuck high into the air. Green vines grew 
over the forest floor, crawled along the bamboo, the scraggly trees, the large brown rope- 

vines. In spots, where light shone through the verdant canopy above, were patches of small 
colorful flowers shaped like five-pointed and six-pointed stars. These were the woods of Barry’s 
land, and he was pleased with them. These were the woods that Barry loved to walk. Barry 


walked the path. 


The terrain leveled off, and Barry came to a roadcrossing. This old track, which ran 
between the children’s school and the river, did occasionally get cart traffic. Barry looked down 
the road both ways. The path was clear — except — except for old Tobias, bounding down from 
some errand, his face still smeared with tomato paste. When was the last time Barry had seen 
Tobias, who was always wrapped up in his cooking? Tobias was the kind of humble man, Barry 
reflected, who kept people fed. He was short and stocky, with a shaded but jolly complexion — a 
fellow whose brow could be knitted even as he let out a bellowing laugh. Oh, old Tobias was a 
galloping bagful of contradictions. Come to think of it, said Barry to himself, not too different 


from I. 


Tobias bounded up to the intersection, the pack he had slung behind his back jostling, a 
utensil falling loose. He looked back, bent down and grabbed it triumphantly — “I always said, if 
you see a fork in the road, take it!” He held up the multi-pronged eating implement with a 


triumphant laugh. “Good day to you, friend Barry! A fine day it is, fine indeed.” 
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“Why good day,” replied Barry, “friend Tobias, you seem to be in fine fettle!” As the 
pair walked down the road together, they struck up a conversation. “What,” asked Barry, “keeps 


1”? 


you occupied these days? Your joie de vivre is something to behold 


“T can tell you my secrets, friend Barry, but most of them you already know. Your 
commitment to Clean Living is greater even than my own. And it’s no secret to anybody that it’s 
our culture of Clean Living that makes T Town such a special place.” In his excitement and 
gusto, Barry noticed, Tobias had truly neglected to wipe his face of tomato paste. It made quite a 
streak, and whatever had gotten Tobias so preoccupied, Barry looked forward to hearing about 
it. “The thing that’s really got me in its grips, so to speak,” he continued, “is this wrestling 


match I’ve seen recently.” 


“Wrestling!” Barry knew Tobias to be a fanatical follower of the stuff. The T Town 
boys had a training gymnasium down by the river. They were known far and wide for their 
persistence, taking on all comers. The riverside amphitheater could ring with their sweaty antics, 
Barry had heard. But he’d never been to an exhibition there. The terrain had shifted, and now 
sloped downward to the southwest. Between two bamboo copses, the view let out onto the 
mighty Apricot River. The turbulent waters crashed against the giant rocks, making Barry 


nostalgic for battles of old. 


“You should have seen it, Barry. You should have been there. These exhibitions, where 
traveling wrestlers test their mettle, have the power to inspire. A man can get quite an education 
in self-sacrifice, perseverance and glory, just by watching one. The event was last Saturday at 
the riverside amphitheater. Some strong boys had traveled all the way from the northern 
reaches. And there was that caped dynamo of fisticuffs, one of the mightiest wrestlers 


known. I’m talking, of course, about Jazzy Jayhawk. It was the event of the year.” 
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Barry’s ears perked up at the mention of the Jazzy Jayhawk name. A humble man, Barry 
was happily occupied in T Town, gathering lumber for his neighbors and keeping busy with 
obscure scholarly pursuits, when he wasn’t walking the paths. Worldly ambition was all-but- 
unknown to him. But if there was one person he wanted to meet, it was the distinguished 
scholar, unparalleled intellect and genius of combat forms, Jazzy Jayhawk. Barry had been an 
admirer since he could remember. Jazzy Jayhawk was one of the few men who he felt might be 


able to best him in feats of the mind. And he was always travelling. It made Barry think... 


“These traveling wrestlers,” Tobias continued, “were the hardiest challengers I ever 
saw. It must have been a crew that surrounded the redoubtable Jayhawk. The Tulsa boys gave it 
their all, and they wrestled them to a standstill. We in the crowd were hooting-and-hollering, so- 
to-speak, and raising a commotion like you never saw! The invaders were repelled, and they 


clearly had the greatest respect for our team. It showed. 


“And then, out stepped Jazzy Jayhawk himself. He was caped in an outfit like the skin of 
acunning wren. His face! It’s still a mystery. He obscures it with a mask like an oversized 
purple beak. But it’s only a regular mask, and he never used it in the fight for dirty tricks. His 
physique — second-to-none. The statues of the old demigods pale in comparison. When 
Jayhawk stepped to the middle of the arena, there was complete silence. And then, he motioned 
for all the wrestlers left standing — six strong men — to attack him at once. The crowd 
roared. Six strong men, and Jayhawk kept up an incredible defense. I know some of those boys, 
and I talked to them later. Even they don’t know how he did it. Deftly manipulating his 
opponents’ momentum, he was able to keep a single combatant from getting to within proper 
grappling range. In desperation, one boy tried a drop kick off the corner ropes. It was 


suicide. With a movement of the shoulder, Jazzy Jayhawk sent him flying! And after landing 
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with a thud, he — and the rest of our boys — got back up and went at him all over again. It was 
the most inspirational wrestling I’ve yet seen. The crowd was brimming with gratitude. It’s a 


feeling you’ve got to experience, Barry.” 


“Friend Tobias, your words thrill and excite me.” Barry spoke true. The thought of one 
day meeting the mercurial Jazzy Jayhawk was stuck in his mind, and ideas — plans, even — had 


started forming. “How did the bout end?” 


“With an amicable draw, because of the sportsmanship of M. Dr. Jayhawk. Even though 
it was six against one, and our boys could never approach him, M. Jayhawk pointed out that they 
had already been exhausted from previous bouts and, in-spite-of-this, had kept up a vigorous 
attack. As our boys were on the verge of collapse, Jayhawk, standing firm and with no sign of 
fatigue, called the draw. The referee concurred, and they all stood together, hand-in-hand, there 


in the center of the ring. Such a sight I won’t forget, not for the rest of my days.” 


“Indeed. An inspirational tale, and I thank you for blessing my hearing with it.” Barry 
could only think of the largesse of Tobias’ spirit, for giving this treasured yarn - to he, an 
unworthy, with no experience in wrestling. No experience... The duo walked on, admiring the 
nature around them, as gentlemen always do when outdoors, and thinking on great deeds of 


might from days gone by. 


“Friend Tobias,” Barry said. “May I inquire of what occupies you today?” 


“Why certainly,” said a puzzled Tobias. “There’s nothing I have left but to heat up 


dinner, which won’t need to be for a while.” 


“T also ate recently.” 
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“What, friend Barry, is on your mind?” 


“Tobe, just tell me if you don’t dig this idea. I got this thought- - Have you ever tried 


your hand at wrestling?” 


Tobias was a sturdy man by-all-accounts. But his nature was of a shy, hardworking 
gentleman, retiring into leisure when he had the chance, and dedicated to his work. His eyebrow 


now rose. “Can’t say that I have.” 


“Neither have I. And I know next to nothing about the sport. Not since we were wee 
lads, have I grappled with a peer in a true test of strength. Not even to arm wrestle. But what if, 
for a lark, we were to try our hands at it? They say truly, that you don’t know your own ability 


‘till you put it to the test.” 


“Aye. And the penalty for failure is long-lasting humiliation. We could look like dolts, 
friend Barry. But what do we have to lose? It’s not as if there’s any expectation placed on us. If 
nothing else, it could make for a good yarn to tell the kitchen boys. Alright, Bare, you’ve 
convinced me. I think the wrestling team might be at the gymnasium even now. They typically 


train strenuously from noon until supper on weekdays.” 


“So I’ve heard. And I believe we aren’t too far from there now. Tobe, forgive me if 
what I’m about to say sounds strange. Remember when we were boys in the local Junior Militia 
chapter? We went out into the woods, on overnight ‘training exercises’ with our other young 
friend. One day, I told you that I had had a dream in which you saved our lives. I don’t know 
what became of our other young friend, where life may have taken him. But in meeting me this 


day, you might save my life yet.” 
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The gymnasium was in a wide clearing beside the rushing river. Water crashed roaring against 
hard rocks, and man crashed roaring against hard man. The air reverberated with grunts. A 
quick look around told Barry that T Town and its environs was not wanting for muscle. He was 
the lithest man in the area by far. Tall and rangy, Barry didn’t conform to the wrestling type. He 
felt as if any other time, he would have seen his physical disparity with every seasoned wrestler 
as a cause for skepticism of the sense behind his enterprise. But for some reason, today, this 
didn’t bother him at all. Tobias was almost perfectly at home, though his muscle tone wasn’t 
quite as defined as some of the others. But anyone who knew anything, knew that this was no 


sign of lesser strength in Tobe. 


A broad, loose circle formed around the central “pit,” a slight declivity filled with softer 
dirt to allow for training in heavy throwdowns without causing crippling injuries. All around the 
perimeter of the area, men worked with weights and sundry exercise devices. Barry couldn’t 
help noticing that there wasn’t a single woman in the area. He regretted that there was no 
gymnasium for woman wrestlers. But he filed this thought for later contemplation — right now 


there was pressing work to be done. 


A few faces turned to briefly glance at the newcomers, turned back shortly to their own 
tasks. The wind rustled the branches of the trees on the outskirts of the open-air arena - bringing, 
Barry thought, a fortuitous scent with it. He went up to a fellow practicing strikes on a sort of 
training dummy with poles sticking out of it, forcing the striker’s arm into dexterous 
configurations in order to make a quick blow. “Friend,” he said, “how might an intrepid duo go 


about applying for this gymnasium?” 


“So you wanna be wrestler boys?” The guy had dark, close cropped hair and a sly 


smile. His physique was on the toned end of the spectrum of gymnasium members. “Well, go 
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up to the pit and talk to the big guy with the red hair and mustache. He’s Torvoll. He’ll get you 


set up.” He turned back to his training, now oblivious to the pair. 


They walked in the pointed direction, and Torvoll turned to them before they had a 
chance to speak. He was a massive fellow, safely over seven feet tall, with legs as thick as 
treetrunks and arms scarcely less so. His bright red handlebar moustache twirled dashingly, as 
did the shock of red hair at the top of his formidable cranium. His green eyes were mesmerically 
piercing on a chiseled, stoic face. He wore a red loincloth and red buskins, and little else. He 
was an intimidating presence, and Barry wondered if he had been one of the six men who had 


been repelled so effortlessly by Jazzy Jayhawk. He didn’t have time to ask. 


“Challengers, correct?” the giant started in. ““Want to join our happy little family? I’m 
Torvoll, as you may already know. I take care of all the little doves around here, and I decide 
who can and can’t join. If you can’t handle yourself in a sample fight, you’ll be wasting your 
time and everyone else’s sticking around any longer. No point having valuable equipment space 
taken up by fighters with no future. Applying as a pair? Good. I have two wrestlers right here 
that specialize in testing newcomers.” He motioned to a short, stocky fellow with muscles like 
cords on a sailing vessel, and a taller man with a barrel chest and menacingly angular 


bones. “Get in the pit, and when I say go, the match begins. Go on, now.” 


Barry and Tobias were ushered into the central area of the dusty pit. The many ongoing 
matches around them began to die down, and more wrestlers gathered along the sides. Torvoll 
was making no effort to clear anyone out — indeed, there was plenty of space for the other 
matches to continue and for Torvoll to have a perfect view of theirs. Barry got the feeling that 


spectating on newcomer tests was a popular pastime around here. Tobias smiled at him, 
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appearing more excited than nervous. The two tester-combatants guided their new prey to the 


proper positions. After a tense split-second, Torvoll’s stoic shout rang out — “Go!” 


Next, all was dust and chaos. Immediately, with seasoned precision, the short fighter 
took Barry, the taller, Tobias. Barry could see briefly that Tobias was setting his weight against 
the onslaught of swift blows he was receiving, attempting to get within grappling range. Then, a 
strange calm entered through the backdoor of Barry’s mind as the short fighter lunged like a 
hyena. Barry twisted wildly, trying to keep his attacker from hitting him with the force of full 
momentum. The effort came to nothing as the little man gripped Barry’s legs with thick, iron 
ropes of arms that anchored him in place and sought to topple. By now, Barry couldn’t 
understand how he could remain so calm. In his mind, instead of desperate stratagems, the 
thought came that, to an onlooker, wrestling could probably seem kinda homoerotic. Actually, 
he couldn’t fault such an idea, and why not? People had the right to love who they loved, and no 
two ways about it. But he would never want to just assume that he knew what lay in someone’s 
heart. Yet an odd thought kept persisting, one that he couldn’t dislodge. He thought of being 
gripped by-the-knees by a prostitute, a “lady of the night.” The image was so strong that it was 
as if, looking down, he was seeing not a tough fighter, but a lithe and buxom courtesan, skilled in 
the arts of lovemaking, pulling, tugging, clinging to his lower body with her upper body, holding 


on for dear life, never letting go ‘til his energy was drained! 


The visual illusion was striking. Barry felt slightly ashamed for imposing this on his 
fellow combatant, but it was really unintentional, without preconception. The courtesan clung 
there, unable to be dislodged, and Barry continued to feel the strange calm. But he knew that if 
he didn’t take action soon, the strong man would have no trouble toppling him. Barry didn’t 


understand why it hadn’t happened already — it was as if he had entered a zone of slowed-down 
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or stopped time. If he was going to prevail, he would have to dislodge the “courtesan.” There 


was no gentle way to do it. He would have to... 


But no. Barry realized something. At this point, the courtesan-image had really taken 
over, melding itself with the wrestler and, in turn, with the iron grip Barry felt on his thighs and 
legs. The visual apparition was of a sweet, tender-looking lady-in-waiting, delicate and gentle in 
nature, and he could only be glad that he wasn’t the type of man to be quickly “inflamed”, or 
there could be real problems!! But it didn’t matter that it was only an image. Barry could never 
lift a hand in violence against a lady, even if it meant his life. He had to accept the consequences 


of his principles, of his solemn vows against violence-to-innocents. He had to... 


Suddenly, the world went blank, and was replaced by a clear radiance emitting from all 
angles of empty space. Barry was overtaken by a feeling. What Barry felt at that instant, was 
nothing short of the unmistakable essence of white-knighthood. It radiated from spaces’ every 
angle, and from Barry’s every pore. It refreshed and cleansed his spirit. He briefly forgot 


everything as he was Anointed. And from this shining void, a figure materialized. 


Barry squinted. Could it be? Barry was an incorrigible heathen, he knew, a blackhearted 
doubting Thomas who was an undue frustration to the spiritual community. Yet here in the 
effervescent mist, a figure was composing itself, which had the unmistakable outlines of the 
shortest, lithest, most sinewy of the six Demigods. When he was young, children and adults 
alike had always remarked that Barry’s figure made him look like a tall version of Finklin, the 
Guardian Star of Swashbucklers. Now, Barry saw Finklin standing before him, in the flesh. And 


a cry came unbidden to his unbelieving lips — “Saints be praised!” 
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“Congratulations, my valued son.” The Demigod, somehow shorter than him, yet also 
taking up infinite space, smiled on Barry. “You have passed the test of chivalry. You are hereby 
anointed a Mystical Scholar of Knighthood, and what’s more, a Fulfiller of Radiant Destinies. I 
predict great things. But only you can know where to go on your journey. Just remember one 
thing, for in all your travails it might be of value, though you understand its value or 
not. Anything that exists, has two sides, and likely many more. Anything that doesn’t have at 


least two sides, doesn’t exist. Now off with you!” 


As abruptly as he was pulled from the world, Barry was plopped back into it. The first 
thing he saw was the waving of the branches in the breeze. Then he heard to roar of the 
crowd. Later he remembered a guy yelling, “How is he not down yet!?” He looked 
down. Almost without thinking, he grabbed the short but powerful grappler who still twisted on 
his legs with desperately-straining muscles — and lifted him over his head. The crowd 
erupted. Holding his profanity-shrieking opponent aloft like a toddler, Barry turned in time to 
see an ecstatic Tobias putting the finishing touches on the human pretzel that was his former 


opponent. Then, he heard Torvoll’s booming, cavernous laugh. 


“Alright! Enough! That was a fine display. You pass. Come tomorrow, if you can, and 
I'll personally show you some tag team tricks. You may have heard that the gymnasium is 
sending out a travelling group to represent T Town in a week or so.” Here he briefly cocked an 
eyebrow at Barry. “If you continue to show promise, you might be given the option of joining 
the caravan.” He grinned widely. “But remember the first rule of wrestling. Don’t get 
complacent! Alright, it’s dinner time. Everyone scram!” At a casual wave of Torvoll’s mighty 
arms, the gymnasium began rapidly clearing out for the day. It was plain that everyone in 


attendance had been watching the fight. 
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The duo walked on in the soft twilight. The first stars were peeking out, scintillating in the cool 
breeze. In these waning days of summer, it seemed like the humidity might finally be 

lifting. The sky near the horizon had that electric blue color that always betokens crisper air 
blowing in from somewhere, cleaning out the dank miasma of the dog days, even if only 


temporarily. 


Tobias was beside himself. “That was a capital idea, friend Barry. We make an ideal 
team. And with the way my understudy is coming along in the kitchen, I’m more than certain I 
can afford a trip — in fact I owe it to myself to broaden my horizons a bit. But tell me 
something. Unless I miss my guess, you have more on your mind than just wrestling. I saw the 


way your eyes lit up at my mention of Jazzy Jayhawk...” 


“My dear man. Your powers of deduction do you credit. When delivering wood just last 
week, I had heard from a neighbor that the T Town boys were putting a travelling team together, 
and having heard it, I thought no more of it. Now, you may have heard of my dabbling in the 
field of mycology. I don’t think there’s a scholar living with more authority in this field than M. 


Dr. Jayhawk.” 


“Quite so. His strains and breeding methods have helped to enhance many a dish. And 
there’s no need for modesty — self-effacing though you be, I’ve heard reports of your scholarly 
prowess. A conversation between you two could advance the field! But even so. To take up a 
sport you’ve never shown interest in, and travel hither-and-yon, with no notion of where the 


mercurial old bird even is, for the sake of a chat? Is there not more?” 
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“Tobe. Ill thank you not to refer to one of this young century’s most distinguished, and 
accomplished, gentlemen of the Brotherhood Scholarly, as a “mercurial old bird”! But I know 
you jest. And your deduction is sharp as ever. Truth is, I can well imagine going through all 
sorts of stuff for the pleasure of talking to such a remarkable man. But that’s not all. If you 


would be my dinner guest this evening, I can show you things that may surprise you.” 


2. Performance Enhancing Dreams 


Barry’s place in the world, in life, was on the trail, contemplating, thinking. He walked the 
trails, bamboo walking-stick in hand. He belonged to the forest. And he sniffed the 

mushrooms. He loved the earthen taste of the forest. He was not a homebody. Yet for all that, 
his modest home had a comfy feel. Tobias lounged comfortably in an easy chair, feeling out the 
pains of a day of hard work in the kitchen, then merciless combat. His muscles cried out in relief 
at the respite. And he marveled at the energy of the man known as Barry. Without a trace of 
jitters, with nothing but the good, wholesome natural energy of Clean Living, Barry seemed able 
to continue forever. Now he was throwing some mushrooms in his cooking pot. The aroma that 


arose was earthy but intoxicating. Tobias sighed. 


The compact two-story log cabin’s most prominent feature was its many 
bookshelves. The wealth of significant tomes found therein covered all manner of topics, 
literary, scholarly, and beyond. The only bias Tobias could find among the names, was for a 
preoccupation with the alchemical arts. This was even more evident in the rare, often quaint 
curios and fine artworks that littered what little surface area there was in the small 


downstairs. Tobias had received a start at the sight of the dread “Engulfos Engravensz” of 
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Flemish maniac Hyso Yonidus. He had been taken aback to find a small, authentic-looking 
Maritinian cathead diety, fashioned ingeniously in interlocking jade and lapis lazuli. He would 
have looked more, but weariness overtook him, and Barry had directed him to the seat from 


which he now could hardly imagine ever emerging. 


Having dropped the last sprig in the bubbling dinner concoction, Barry now put a lid on 
the pot and, walking to where Tobias slumped, seated himself on a wooden stool. “There are 
many types of effect that can be had through the ingestion of plant matter,” he said. “Fungus is 
one of the most unique and mercurial of ingestants. The two most-commonly-known effects are 
poisoning, often fatal, and the procuring of visions, sometimes wonderful, sometimes 
horrible. These are only the most obvious fungal effects, however. There is no ceiling to the 
potential unknown number. My research has led me to another effect, obtainable in certain 


specially-grown and -cultivated fungus in a way not seen elsewhere. 


“Observe my musculature.” Barry rolled up his sleeve, showing the lean, rangy muscles 
of his left arm. “Now observe.” He popped a small mushroom into his mouth. Suddenly, 
without flexing, the arm muscles simultaneously expanded in both size and tone, ever so slightly, 
but enough to be noticed. “But,” protested a suddenly wide-awake Tobias, “the nutrients from 
that mushroom haven’t had time to be absorbed into your bloodstream! Why, you just popped it 


1»? 


into your mouth, man 


Barry laughed pleasantly. “Right you are, Tobe. What you’ve witnessed is only the 
beginning. The primary effects of this fungus - which I’ve named N. Deerins, after my first 
ancestor to study mycology, Haerdalus Deerins — are long term. The muscles are strengthened in 
a wholesome and sustainable manner, with the best results coming from a single mushroom a 


day, fresh or dried. Barring food allergies, there are no adverse effects, unless an unreasonably 
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large amount is consumed — a foolhardy idea anyway, since it would waste mushrooms for 
limited returns. I have tested it not only on myself, but in small amounts on some of the animals 
of the forest — I admit I questioned my own ethics, but the squirrels were fine, and you should 
have seen them jump! Keeping track of both them and myself, I’ve found that the body 
acclimates to the beneficial effects. For just one week of once-daily consumption, muscle results 
typically start to degrade a year after cessation. Longer consumption-periods, mean longer 
before the benefits wear off. I estimate that if I were to stop eating these beauties tomorrow, it 
would be something like a decade before I'd start to see a loss of conferred advantage. If you 
decide to try them, the only minor side effect to be warned of is a slight, occasional increase in 
the vividness of dreams — but no change in their character or frequency. I should tell you that I 
don’t wish to apply pressure one way or another — you’ve shown yourself abundantly capable 


without my help.” 


“Bare. Surely you jest. That I should confuse you for a common quack! If anyone 
knows their stuff, it’s you. Give me one of those little fellows without hesitation. And then, if 


it’s all the same to you, let’s eat!” 


After a hearty stew, Tobias, still enrapt by the changes going on in his biceps and triceps, retired 
graciously to the downstairs daybed, and Barry climbed the ladder to his sanctum, carefully 
balancing a cup of his patented herbal bedside tea. There was rough work ahead. He looked up 
through his large skylight at the constellations of late-summer-passing-into-fall, sipping 
gingerly. No time for writing tonight, nor even to put another coat of paint on his latest 

work. He needed all the rest he could get. He finished the tea and lay languidly on his 


mystically levitating silk mattress. Soon, the dreams came. 
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He floated through the night, incorporeal and ghostly. The lonely places under the Moon 
greeted his spirit. He stretched out on the wind, gliding on the velvet ether. Soon he would be 
on the road, far from home. He felt the distances call to him. This was the right approach. But 


there was bigger quarry. He floated into recollection. 


The space was like a dim, twilit version of the empty shining place where he had met 
Finklin. And then, she was there. His beautiful maiden, the lost ladylove of his heart — 
Morgo. Now he was a powerful alchemist — though he discussed this with nobody. But once, all 
he had wanted was to make Morgo his love, and live with her in peace and harmony. What had 


become of those innocent days? He knew too well. “Morgo...” 


She put a hand to her lips. Morgo was a short, sharp-eyed woman with thin hair and a 
slight, angular frame. She dressed sensibly, but in Barry’s dream the colors of her clothing were 
darkened. “Barry. You are in a liminal place. Not just here in dream. In life... In 
time... Your world is a liminal place. You don’t know me anymore right now. You don’t need 
to, but I’ve become a strong witch too. Your heart has special properties. Barry. You must 
open the liminal space wider. Open it for the dimensions... More dimensions are 
needed. When you open the space, you can travel in — infinite dimensions — when you need and 
want to. My work... Is special, long-term. I play the long game... Barry, don’t get caught up 


in glory. We need you to stay focused. 


“You will meet a lot of people... Don’t look too closely at their defects. Everything will 
change. Defects of yesterday will morph into virtues of today... This is the remarkable property 
of this liminal time and place. I want you to be ambitious... Be ambitious, boy! All doors are 


open now, and they always shall be. And think of me as your friend. I’m your friend 
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forever. But don’t lose track and focus too much on the past! We need you to widen those 


spaces.” 


The past... The past... The past... The past... 


The past, the past, the past, the past, the past. 


Morgo and Barry were to be wed. And he would mess it all up. It was he, Barry Barely, 


the Big Beefchucking Boy, who made his baby sad. Did he say sad? He meant miserable. 


There, in those glimmerish past halls, the villain Gaspordu. He had enticed Morgo with 
his hoodlum whiles, taking her off on a fling. Barry Betrayed. Barry Blasted. Gaspordu 
Gasping with Malicious Mirth. Gasp Gasp Past Gas. Gad! He past gas all over the good 


times. He had many games and many hands, and now his hands and his hoods had invaded the 


Gaspordu and his two lackeys had invaded Barry’s office of the time, rifling through his 
correspondence. Gaspordu was convinced, against all rationality, that Barry was threatening 
Morgo to keep the wedding on. And now, he could see that it wasn’t true, and it made him even 


more mad. He began throwing papers. He was inconsolable. 


His hoods held panic in their voices. It was Barry! He was coming down the 
hall! Gaspordu didn’t care. He was sure the guy had done something wrong. Let him come in, 
let him give himself away! Barry burst in. Sabotage! But Barry had been studying some papers 
of his own... Dark arts... At that time in his life, Barry had nothing but contempt for the art of 
hand-to-hand combat. But there was another type of “wrestling move”, an arcane maneuver that 


few even new the existence of... 
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Gaspordu turned with contempt. This weakling? Stand back, boys. He would be 
finished in no time. Barry jumped up to his desk. Gaspordu came confidently on. Barry tapped 
Gaspordu lightly on the shoulders. Oh, all ye heinous incantations! Oh ye howling dark chasms 
and ye N Dimensional Voices! Ye plasms, ye plasms, chant with me, for a growing boy needs 
his milk. So Barry chanted, he chanted under his breath, closed his eyes, and swayed 


slightly. Then... 


Then, the two hoods could never quite agree on what happened. To tell it like the police 
records had it, Barry picked the boss up, flipped him over, and did a spinning piledriver on him 
from his desk to the floor. Cops like things nice and simple, after all. Even when they knows 
that things aint nice and simple. What was it like?... Imagine a man levitating, being gripped, 
spinning around, but not simply in space... Spinning in dimensions. And as if flipping clumsily 
through a rolodex, one of the man’s dimensions gets creased in just the right/wrong 


way... creased so that it doesn’t sit flush again. 


Gaspordu was never quite the same after that. The doctors said it was natural, in a 
scuffle, that sometimes something in the head got jiggled loose. The human body is a delicate 
thing — even with a “healthy young man” like the boss, something unexpected can happen. They 


said it was nobody’s fault. But Barry knew... 


Barry knew. 


Morgo’s face cut through the thick fog of memory. “Don’t get lost in the past!” Her 
voice held an air of authority. “Morgo, I can’t... I made you sad... I wanted us to be 
together... More than anything. I’m so sorry...” “FORGET IT.” Morgo faded into the 


distance. Barry knew he couldn’t follow her. And for a moment, he wondered if Morgo was 
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real, if Gaspordu and his pair of goons had ever really existed. His semi-conscious mind was 
unsure of the reality of anything that it had recollected. But no. He was certain there was a 
Morgo, even if that was only a nom de plume, and that she was a powerful witch like he 

was. And whether or not he had ever met her, there was one thing he was more sure of than 
anything, certainty that permeated every speck of his being. He still loved her... Then, 


forgetting all, he awoke. 


3. Age of Heroes, Rage of Zeroes 


Barry plopped his pack onto the back of the wagon and grunted. He felt tired. Tobias and 
Torvoll were still in the station café chatting. They were fast friends, after only a week of 
training. About eight wrestlers loitered about the dusty T Town wagon station loading area. 
Barry got along well with everyone, had no disrespect for anyone, but he had learned during this 
week that many of his teammates were just not very interesting people. The loading area 
smelled of horses and dirt. Over on the spectator platforms, a few listless boys watched and 


pointed at the general area Barry occupied. He looked forward to sleeping in the wagon. 


The wrestling game wasn’t too lucrative for the individual wrestler. Most guys who did 
it were trying to get an ego trip out of their muscles. Dusty boys with no contemplation in their 
souls. Torvoll tried to make a joke out of being like a mother to them, but their real mothers 
were probably mostly absent. This was the island of misfit toys. These boys really had no 
future. Their only virtue was persistence. Well, Barry knew a thing or two about persistence. 
He knew a thing or two. He had enough concentrated mushroom powder to last him and Tobias 


several months. Now he knew, deep in his marrow, that most of the towns on the road would 
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provide no challenge. And he knew, from his clairvoyant observations, that this would be no 
ordinary wrestling tour. Strange magic was roaming the land. This was the dawn of a mighty 


era. 


Now Torvoll and Tobias were coming out of the café. The last straggler, a flabby fellow, 
was throwing his pack on board. The cart speedmules chomped on their bits. The morning air 
hummed with a sudden chorus of grasshoppers. “Everyone to your cart!” yelled Torvoll. And 
Barry knew, with a sudden flash of inspiration, that Torvoll, that mighty giant who had so easily 
been repelled by Jazzy Jayhawk, would not live much longer. Then he climbed onto his car, and 


without looking at anybody, went to sleep. 


“Men! Listen to me! We are the ruthless ones! White knights should be destroyed!!” 


The cavernous vocal specter roused him. It was past midday, judging by the sun. The 
bamboo-y, vine covered terrain had let out onto a pleasantly rolling meadow. Now, the car was 
abuzz with speculation on the curious flowers that had started to appear. They were large and 
bulbous, the size of an incredibly obese twelve-year-old. With round green trunks and green 
tendrils sticking out like rudimentary arms, they had a faintly menacing quality. Yet one 
couldn’t but admire the beauty and variety of the strikingly bold colors on their fat petals. Each 
flower appeared to have eight, in a fat horizontal disk, crowning the brightly verdant trunks. The 
overall effect this odd flora, now spaced throughout the visible area of the sea of grass, had on 


the viewer, was to put them in a space between morbidity and good cheer. 


The caravan halted. It was time for a brief lunch. Wrestlers shuffled to the back of their 


carts, riffled around for a snack. Most began to gather away from the wagons. Conversation was 
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struck up. “Has anyone ever heard of these here plants?” “Reckong there’s a lot of plants in this 
United States.” “Yeah, but as swift as them speedmules is, we can’t be all that far from ol’ T 
Town.” “I doesn’t even know what way we’re going. Maybe an uncommon road?” “Can’t be 
too uncommon. It’s well marked out enough.” “Boys, is we botanists, or wrestlers? I can’t be 


surprised the group don’t have good plant knowledge...” “Wait y’all. I think I saw one move!” 


Suddenly, the attack was upon them. It was an ambush in plain view. And what struck 
Barry first was the uncanny speed with which the plants moved. Then all was chaos, muscled 
man beating on ghastly green tenril as tanned human bodies and brightly-colored sentient plant 
matter spun and twirled and blended together in an orgy of pummeling. The uncanniness was 
almost too much for some men, who laughed giddily. But while there was a bit of blood being 
let, from bleeding nose or busted lip, there was a lot more of the green stuff. Chlorophyll-juice 
began to fall in a stick drizzle around the battlefield, and here-and-there, small bright bodies had 
begun to untwist themselves from manflesh. It looked like the foe might be on the retreat. But 


the worst was yet to come. 


From behind a larger hill not far from the treeline, there came a chilling roar, impossible 
to describe. With astonishing speed, the mother of this plant colony showed itself and charged. 
None could say just how such an ungainly form moved so fast. It was the same shape as the 
others, the same proportions. But this time, it was ten feet tall, with wide purple petals of 
impossible plumpness. And its tendrils were like a green hurricane. Torvoll immediately 
stepped out in front. “Be careful!” called out Tobias. Barry was surprised at this display of 
emotion — the honorable thing was to allow an experienced wrestler to face combat on clear-cut 


terms, not to tell him to “be careful.” But then there was a lot he didn’t know about his fellows. 
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Torvoll squared up. He was like a momma bear, ready to protect his cubs at all cost. 
And the massive flora was come to collect. It flailed, and despite his valiant effort, the tendrils 
caught and lifted up the mighty man with ease. Then the sickening occurance. Oh, the sludging, 
gludging sounds of terror, the horror of it all, the horror, as some mouth-like opening at the very 
top swallowed Torvoll to submersion. He was gone for a heartrendingly tense half minute. For 
a half minute, no one made a sound. All eyes were on the abomination. And then, to shrieks of 
terror from the wrestlers, a red-haired, red-moustached skeleton briefly popped back out, before 
even this was again submerged, digested. Everyone was besides themselves. There was hand 
wringing and plaintive moaning from every corner of the crowd, and it seemed like the forces of 


a mad nature were mustering. 


Looking at the scene of carnage, Barry said, “Let me test this thing.” 


Pulling off his shirt and throwing it down, his rangy form strode towards the angry plant 
mother. The floral nemesis made no move, waiting for its quarry to serve itself up. Immediately 
when-in-range, the tendrils whipped wildly, seemingly in a blind frenzy. Closer inspection 
showed a deadly accuracy. Barry, matching precision with precision, began his dance. Leaping 
around, graceful, he looked to the onlookers like a beautiful gazelle. He flew through the air 
with an aloofness that felt carefree. But even as he dodged more and more precisely, he was 
picking up speed. He flew. He backflipped. He was like a magnificent ballerina, the tendrils 


like elastic batons of a schizophrenic conductor. 


He leapt onto a petal. Now, at the top of the flower, he saw the offending orifice. Unlike 
the smaller plants, this monster had a mouth. But not just any old mouth. Nooooooohohoho. 
This was a giant, luscious, corpulent, sensuous, putrescent and well-formed pair of devil lips that 


left Barry feeling weak at the knees to look at. And now, the nightmare mouth was opening back 
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up. Barry thought back to the vision of the harlot he had had at the initiation. But no. This... 
this heinous, ever-loving thing was no lady, not by any standards. He wanted to sock it where it 
hurt. “Alchemical fortification number nine,” he muttered to himself, as he prepared his body 
and mind for the incantation that he’d learned so long ago, and almost forgot until today, to 


configure his flesh in the proper way for his new purpose. 


Then, he dived right in. 


Gasps. Shudders. What kind of amadman? Was he that new guy? The more 
levelheaded men were now busily planning the best formation to route the smaller plants 
quickly, so that a last-ditch all-in rush could be made on the queen by all hands. In the sticky 
digestion, Barry could hardly detect a trace of what once had been Torvoll — so quickly did the 
plant’s system work to absorb the nutrients. Now, Barry flexed. He focused. And the plant 
queen sucked. It sucked like a plant possessed. Barry rolled around in the greasy maw. All was 
dark, but not quiet. The plant was contracting and expanding, tightening and shaking, and 
working its every digestive trick on this creature that was harder than any stone it could imagine. 
But the creature refused to be digested. And then, the heat. Barry concentrated on ejecting 
waves of searing heat from his now kiln-like body. Like a bubbling bog-sore, the plant queen 
felt itself — melting. It was not something its semisentient mind would ever have planned for. 
First the horrible-luscious lips exploded in a greasy red spray, blanketing the area with a smell 
like that of fresh-cooked cheesy broccoli. The purpurate pugilist-petals burst into oiled flame, 
resolving themselves into a sooty black dew that wafted its picturesque curses up on the high 
winds, bound for Heaven’s residents. The weaker-willed wrestlers tittered. Then the aperture’s 
sides began to melt in and widen like a mourning, morning hole-in-one. The zest of its stink 


reinvigorated Barry. As the dark green jelly of his erstwhile foe plopped about him, he put his 
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arms to his sides and let out a roar of glory like the jayhawk. The smaller plants, without their 
leader, were demoralized. A colorful pageant of petals retreated rapidly across the plain, in the 


direction opposite the caravan and its wrestlers. For a moment, all was calm. 


Then, the mourning began. “There aintent even anything left of our dear Torvoll!” 
wailed one inconsolable fellow. Tobias, though he’d only known the man for a week, was 
visibly shaken. Barry noted his sensitive heart. Other wrestlers were breaking down in open 
sobs. All around, men were covered in sticky green, many with greenish scars along parts of 
their body. One man pulled a piece of tendril from out of his ear. It was a dismal breadth. The 
good one. Vanished. “He was taken from us! Toooo0000 soooo00000000n!!”” More wailing. 


Dolefulness. Lament. 


Barry waited a respectful length. “Gentlemen,” he said, and as his skin loosened back to 
its normal form, it seemed to have a radiance. “Please consider. We have lost a good man, and 
to many of us, a dear friend. I am but an upstart to this group. I would never presume to have 
nearly the capacity to take over the varied responsibilities of that fine man. But for the 
leadership of this single expedition, I can fill his shoes better than anyone. And why? Not only 
have I shown my cool head in an emergency — and I think we’ll be seeing more of those. More 
vital is my sense of mission. For I have seen the direction we must go. As men of honor, you 
must know as well as I do, but I am the one with the courage to say it first. My hearties, it is our 
duty, for the glory of the bout, to track down the location of that incomparable scholarly 
gentleman, that once-in-a-generation brawler and man of utter tactics. I’m talking about Jazzy 
Jayhawk, if you were too stupid to get it already. I can and will lead us, Demigods willing, and 
we can and will fight him — again, for some of you. We owe this mighty spectacle to the 


viewers, the fanatics, to the people. And this time, we won’t lose! Who’s with me?” 
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The meadow erupted in cheers. “Saints be praised!” cried Tobias. And then, the light of 
inspiration shined on Barry. He walked back over to the sullen cluster of wagons. The 
speedmules were still snorting anxiously, not quite over the excitement. He walked to his pack. 
Previously he’d been concerned about the fungal powder being discovered by jealous rivals. 
Now, he pulled it out without concern. He had planned to carefully ration it. But this was the 
use he needed it for. Walking over to the speedmules, he carefully poured a pile into the palm of 
his hand. And, holding it out, he let the beasts, one-by-one, take a lick of the wonder-substance. 
Seconds after licking, the definition in their already powerful haunches sharpened and expanded. 


The wrestling-troupe marveled. 


“Gentlemen!” cried Barry. “There’s not a moment to lose! Finish what’s left of your 
repast, take a rationed sip from your canteens, and hop back in your cars! This great nation 


awaits our prowess. Forward!” 


In the lead cart, maps were spread out. “The vision of leader Torvoll,” said a flunky, “was to 
make a tour of these great United States, touching locations at most major cultural regions. You 
can see by these markings that the planned route is roughly circular. We start out heading 
generally south, deep into mossy swamp country. Here, the mighty Gatortribe holds sway. Our 
work is immediately cut out for us, since they’re some of the world’s best wrestlers. But this is 
far from the only danger down there. Torvoll represented this first phase of the journey as a 
culling of the weak. Next, we head westwards through arid wastes. Powerful tribes live all 
along this barren path, though they’re rarely spotted. After a great time, we should reach the 
mystic shores of the Pacific. That ocean’s air has led to the development of the most powerful 


human muscles the world has ever known. At the northern border before great wilderness is an 
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Autonomous Zone, a place with little use for wrestlers. We should head east before that. 
Torvoll’s courageous ambitions called for going through territory scarcely charted, where little- 
known tribes hold furtive conclaves. At last, we come to the Great Lakes and their Great Arenas. 
If we’re to track M. Dr. Jayhawk, this might be the most likely place, the most renowned center 
of fighting on the planet. But we’ll have to apply everything we’ve learned to get through the 
gates. Fighters from around the world travel to the Great Lakes for the honor of competition 
there, where the best in the world compete in tournaments daily. What’s more, M. Dr. Jayhawk 
is likely beset at every turn by fighters of varying quality who seek him out as we do. As a 
distinguished man of letters, he hardly has time to entertain every ruffian who comes his way, so 


that even if he is at the Great Arenas, he’ll surely have systems in place...” 


“Yes, yes, we know all that,” said Barry. “Proceed.” 


“Once we’re done at the Great Lakes, we may travel to the great metropolises to the 
northeast, in order to do any necessary restocking. The fighters there are nothing to be sneezed 
at, but honorable wrestling is less popular in an environment that favors tricky below-the-belt 
tactics. This does not carry over to spectators, however, who are hungry for all forms of 
entertainment. We should then head through the archaic Misty Mountain region, haunt of 
strange and terrible old things, to head back towards the grasslands of home. This last leg of our 
journey, if we reach it, may be the most perilous, but Torvoll was not willing to skirt the area to 


avoid strange challenge. Then again, Torvoll perished on the first leg of the journey...” 


“Have some respect,” said Barry, pointing a sharp finger at the flunky. 


“T—Tm sorry... I think I’m just a little numbed by all that’s happened. Torvoll... he 


wanted us to be challenged. Wanted us to grow, Barry. I know you probably think I’m just a 
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flunky, and you’re right. But if my mind is hollow, my heart isn’t. And it was touched. We all 
were. But then, he died so quickly. What hope for us? I know this has done something to group 


morale, Barry. I know these things...” 


“Now listen here, Flunkey. I like that you speak your mind. Don’t change that. But feel 
free to change everything else. And especially, change your attitude. And that goes double for 
the rest of you. Torvoll had a great vision. And he knew it would come to pass. And he knew 
this, because he knew the same thing I know, and now I’m letting all of you know. That 
something is this — A wrestler with persistence in their heart can do a lot. But there are limits. 
There are limits. But a scholar can do anything. A gentleperson can do anything. There are no 
limits to what we can do. Because we’re not just a wrestling group anymore. From here on out, 
every one of us is scholars. Remember this one phrase, if you forget all else — To a scholar, 


anything is possible. Is that understood?” 


The group of senior wrestlers bowed their heads in shame-faced acknowledgement. 
There was no specific reason for their shame. They didn’t understand what he was talking about. 


They were simply cowed by Barry’s overpowering charisma. 


“We are scholars. And we will damn well show conduct becoming of scholars. And the 
first law, the golden rule, the incarnate seed of all scholarliness, as we gentlemen know only-too- 
well, is levelheaded courage in the face of the unknown. A fighter fights out of fear. I want you 
to not fight. Should I really have to be saying this? You men have done this for years. I’m the 
one who just got here! So show it to me. Show me your scholarly courage. And together, as a 
group, not as separate panicky egos — we will make Torvoll’s vision our vision, and make our 


vision a reality. Now where are we stopping the night?” 
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“There’s a little outpost with an inn and a friendly saloon,” said Flunkey, “on the 
grassland, shortly before the border to the Dank Woods and the beginning of the outer 
southlands. Normally it’d be dark before we’d see it, but with the performance enhancement you 
gave the speedmules, our current rate has us there by sundown. It’s the last whiff of warmth and 
civilization before seemingly endless grey marshlands. We admire your commitment to Clean 


Living, Barry, but a stop to the saloon could really boost everyone’s morale.” 


“Make it so,” said Barry. “Where there’s a saloon, there’s often talk. And, one hopes, 


experienced travelers, open to questions...” 


It appeared as the sun kissed the horizon, smaller even than Barry was expecting, a dot on the 
prairie. A single main street showed a druggist, a post office, a dry goods shop, a sheriff’s 
office, and a few lesser administrative facilities, clustered together and dwarfed by the main 
attraction — the capacious tinsel fagade of the Jacques Imorns Inn and Saloon. With its 
conspicuous grandiosity, Barry had little doubt that it housed prostitutes and a gambling den. 
This was a tendril of the Southland’s vile decadence, come to stick a probe in the outer nostril of 
the wholesome Plainslands. It was well to be on one’s guard. A few stragglers went to-and-fro 
across the street, finishing up the day’s chores. In the distance, the black Dank Woods treeline 


was faintly visible by gloaming light. 


The little caravan pulled into the corral on the outpost’s outskirts without incident. 
Flunkey tipped the corral boy, who scampered to tend to the speedmules. “Finest I ever saw. 
What you all been feeding them?” Tobias gave Barry a knowing glance. The men were tired, 


still visibly shaken. But they had no qualms about enjoying a beery evening. One thing was 
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agreed — it wouldn’t be as late as usual. Nobody believed they’d much want to do any carousing 
after ten pm anyway. “And one thing,” called Barry before the group split. “I know I can’t 
regulate your alcohol intakes, when you'll be without strong drink for weeks after tonight — 
would that I could cure you of the devilish urge! It’s exactly the same with prostitution, though 
if I ever find any one of you hasn’t behaved as a gentleman, getting booted from the group in the 
middle of the wilderness won’t be a speck of snow on the tip of the iceberg of the hurt I'll put 
you in. But whatever you do, there’s to be no gambling whatsoever. Not a penny. Because 
when you lose all your funds pointlessly to this odious addiction, it will be your comrades that 
will end up carrying you through. And that will quickly create a domino effect that will put the 
whole of our resources into disarray. Oh, it’s a vile habit. You don’t need to look surprised. I 
know the kind of place by looking at it. If you want fame and fortune, my hearties, rest up, 


muster your strength — and be prepared to work for it!” And with that, the group split. 


4. Slam Master Evenings 


“Ah, “tis good tay speak to a fine scholar,” said the mildmannered druggist. The little shop was 
cluttered with all manner of balms. Among them, Barry had grabbed a small pack of fine herbal 
lozenges, a courtesy purchase. His real quarry was knowledge. “I’n be not so up tay snuff as’d 
likes ta. But, frim rihcollection, th’ finest spore ‘sta be found deeper south, in the’Eart of Dank 


Woods. ‘Tis fortune yeb’s going that way.” 


Barry thanked the good man for his time, and purchasing the lozenges, popped one in his 
mouth as he left the store — not so much to soothe the passages of his throat, as those of his brain. 


He wouldn’t hold up the trip by spending too long ‘shroomsearching. But this could be a rare 
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opportunity. The alchemical apparatuses he’d stowed would suffice for some probing 
experiments. He took his leave. As he walked out the door, he spotted some lanky clown with a 
stupid hat and a “Sheriff” badge sidling down the dirt road towards him. He pretended not to 


notice. 


“Greetings, citizen,” the bowlegged lawman said as he neared. “I hear the boss of the 
newcomers is a man answering to your description. Don’t take long for word to spread around 
these parts.” Barry gave him a vacant glance, frowning with thought. “Carry on about your 
lawful business,” the man continued, “but just one quick thing. We’ve been getting reports of 


felonious dogfaced men in the area. You may want to be on your guard.” 


“Felonious? Have they been accused of anything specific?” 


“Well...”’ The sheriff rubbed the back of his neck. And rubbed. He rubbed, and rubbed 


and rubbed and rubbed. Then he looked up. But Barry was long gone. 


The saloon’s facade was even gaudier up close. Bas-reliefs of impish jesters, sagging 
harlots and black cats stood out in sycamore and tinsel. He put his hand against the swinging 
doors. Time to scope-out the action. The big dancehall was smoky. A jukebox somewhere 
blared oldtime rock-and-roll music. Ata glance, he could see that most of the boys were already 
inside. There was a fair variety of different travelers, for such a small outpost. A waitstaffer 
went up to him — he ordered avocado toast and ginseng tea, then stepped through the smoke 


towards a dark corner. 


A group of dogfaced youths lounged against any available surface. At their center was a 
table. Its surface was cluttered with beer bottles, cigars, revolvers, ammunition, candy bar 


wrappers, and tarot cards. One dogfaced man sat at the table. Portly, wearing a grimy dinner 
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vest and rainbow suspenders, his abundant beard and moustache marked him as the patriarch. 


On his high, creased forehead, Barry noted, not a drop of sweat glistened. 


“Sit, pardner,” the man said. 


Barry sat in the only available chair, directly opposite the imposing man. After looking 
Barry over for a moment — a look which was returned in like-measure — he began to shuffle the 
cards. His pudgy hands manipulated the deck with expert dexterity. All this strange patriarchs’ 
movements had a languid quality that served to enhance the aura of authority. Suddenly, he 
fanned the deck and proffered it across the table, leaning his bulk over it like a portentous 


stormcloud. 


“Care to pick a card, pal?” 


“T dare say.” Unhesitating, Barry reached out and, swiftly but courteously, lay a card in 
the exact center of the table. Gasps came from the group. It was the upright Tower, card sixteen 


of the Major Arcana. 


The big man cocked an eyebrow. 


“Mighty ominous. Been a while since I’ve seen that card, but maybe it’s about time, eh? 
I forgot to introduce myself. Phil, at yer service.” Barry knew that Phil, to his credit, was not at 
anyone’s service. “And these young bucks is my posse. We go by the handle of Dawg Boys. 
Everyone knows us ‘round here. You might have met a lawman. We try to be good neighbors — 
truth is, we was rustlin’ up legitimate business when he came at us like a hungry lawyer. We 
don’t have no quarrel with the law. But what we do exactly, is our business. And business is 
good. Maybe you can get in on it sometime, if you’re a good neighbor like we are. I hear you 


dabble in mushrooms. But that’s just the gossips.” 
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“Maybe. And if you Dawg Boys turn out to really be good neighbors, I may let you in on 
what I’ve got my fingers in, which, as you so nicely put it, is my business. And I think business 
might very soon be better than anyone would imagine. Boys, we’re heading into a bold and 


mighty new era. To paraphrase the poet — it should be an age undreamt-of.” 


Barry arose and moved off into the smoke. The waitstaff came by with his tray. He ate 
the avocado toast in two bites, then bolted the ginseng tea in one gulp, and kept moving. He was 
searching along the back wall. Nobody dared disturb this odd, rangy stranger. The music had 
changed to thumping techno. A bookcase was situated conspicuously in a seemingly random 
spot along the walls’ length. This was a saloon, not a coffee shop! The shelves were sparsely 
occupied with alchemical curios, such as a unicorn skull and several magatama. Curious. He 
doubted they were authentic, but if they were, this would be a collection of immense value. And 
for it to be sitting here where any drunken lout could get to it? Hmm... Or could they? He 
muttered, focused his third eye into a quick aural scan. As he suspected — there was an obscuring 
aura to distract the minds of the uninitiated. But it wasn’t strong enough to delay him even 
slightly. The low strength couldn’t be explained by lack of skill alone — whoever had put this up 
had been very hurried, very distracted, or had little interest in the effectiveness — or perhaps all 


three. He twisted on a black ram horn. From off to the right came a dry creaking. 


A trap door. Of course. He looked around. No one had seemed to notice. What was the 
idea? Was he walking right into a trap? His scholarly heart burned. He stepped through the 


door. 


Immediately his nostrils were assailed by a rank blast of tobacco and cannabis, a full 
body jolt that nearly knocked him clean over. The gambling den must have been larger than the 


saloon and the inn combined. Nearly every cushion was taken up by a group of men fervently 
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and noisily engaged in a game of chance. Dice and dominoes seemed to predominate, but craps 
and roulette wheels were very much in-evidence. Everywhere, sagging pro strumpets hung onto 


their male counterparts. Barry was nauseated by the odor of sexism. 


“Heyyyyy!” he yelled out to all the clinging whores and smoking chumps. “Don’t you 
see that there are no female patrons, no male prostitutes! What you’re all promulgating with 
your dirty little games here is harmful, and you’re the primary victims!” A lot of patrons turned 
curiously. Soon, everyone was back to their games. They were entranced by the ordered chaos 
they had herded themselves into. Barry stepped farther into this realm of one thousand abysses, 
where time was not surpassed, but merely murdered. He scanned to ensure that none of his boys 
were caught up in the tomfoolery. The more he saw, the more it all disgusted him. Vile, pocked 
swine gulped whiskey and choked on fumes from the finest indica strains. Barry used his aura 


scan. He was right in his suspicion — the cigars were laced with opium. It was a fink party. 


Suddenly, scans brought troublesigns. It was the cop. His dumb, floppy hat was 
creeping over from the podium where he’d been preaching something. Barry braced his muscles 
for action, hot coiled springs aching against chance. “Welllll, howdy again!” The sheriff now 
sneered openly. “Isn’t it past your bedtime? Maybe we should jest run along, beanpole. 
Nobody makin’ trouble - -making trouble for my most valuable, valued patrons.” His breath 


stank of gin — stank like a dog. 


“In your current condition, “‘pardner’,’” Barry said, “I can easily dispatch you. Move 


along and forget this encounter.” 


The sheriff chuckled grimly. “Well how ‘bout I just not fight you then?” He whistled. 


Down from the rafters sailed a humanoid seemingly crafted from filth, hair and muscle. The 


43 


apparition had six-inch talons for fingernails, and beady, red eyes. It was clad in a filthy blue 
uniform with a filthy, tattered blue hat. It could only have been slightly smaller than Torvoll had 
been, and its muscles were even more defined. It spat a greasy wad of phlegm near Barry’s feet, 
and raising its head into the air, let out a mordant yelp. It looked sidelong at Barry and stuck out 
its tongue. It spun itself around and “whoooooped,” passing gas that smelled horridly of expired 
radishes. And it shot a booger straight from its hairy left nostril — landing squarely atop the 


phlegm it had spat, with pinpoint precision. 


“This is my sheriff’s deputy,” the sheriff said. 


Then it was go-time. The crowd had gathered with perfect instinct. Betting began. The 
bookkeepers scrambled to keep up. Before everyone could place their bets, the fight was already 
heating up. The deputy was using its claws to prevent Barry from moving into its zone. There 
had to be a good way to neutralize those things. A saggy, greasy patron was eating a noodle 
bowl nearby. Without taking his eyes off the deputy for a second, Barry reached an arm out. He 
was surprised. The elasticity of his reach almost made him overshoot his target — the chopsticks. 
He brought them back and ducked right in time to dodge a lunging strike at his neck. What 
happened next was poetry in motion. In a tense dance-off, Barry began on each of the 
fingernails, snapping them of one by one and flinging them into the crowd. One landed “plop” 
in the sheriffs’ drink. Another stuck itself atop the bun in a prostitutes’ hair. The sheriff got 
another drink. A fingernail bisected his maraschino cherry. “I popped your cherry, bitch!” Barry 
called out. A fingernail struck a die and revealed the weight inside it, then two more nails did 
the same for two other dice. Liquor bottles all along the bar began to leak fluid as they were 
stuck by fingernail talons. The whole time, Barry never took his eyes off the deputy, deftly 


dodging every attack. At last, there were no nails left on its grotesque paws. 
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Stragglers desperately tried to place bets on the mysterious stranger, but all betting was 
off. The deputy began to piss, I mean that shithead really pissed himself! It was coming down 
like Niagara. It turned around to run, but Barry was quick on its trail. He grabbed by the scruff 
of the neck and pulled. The deputy scampered. Barry dragged it up against a chair. Leaning 


down, he fiddled around with his grip on the barely conscious, piss-stinking deputy. 


From the crowd, a prescient observer yelled, “AAAWWWWWW YEAH!” 


Barry lifted the hairy, damp creature into the air feetfirst. The crowd boggled. The 
deputy should have been perfectly limp, yet its feet stuck into the air like flagpoles. The sheriff 
cursed through gritted teeth. He’d seen this setup. It was the dreaded vertical suplex. Walking 
around in a slight circle, Barry took his time securing his position, hoisting his opponent’s 
upside-down shoulder firmly up onto his own, getting a good grip on his belt, while making very 
sure there was no fluid discharge left in the groin to drip down. He began leaning over 


backwards, off the chair, taking the deputy with him, maintaining posture. 


Then he slammed. 


The gambling hall rocked. In the druggists, the old man was dusting his shelves before 
turning in. He started — the store clinked as his goods gave a little hop, and everything rattled 
slightly. In the dry goods store, barrels full of corn kernels suddenly exploded, popcorn nebulas 
blasting all over the place. In the post office, the mailboy was working overtime to keep up with 
the backlog. His stacks got completely shuffled, undoing a night’s work. In the outhouse, an old 
drunk’s constitutional seemed to want to hop back up his bottom. He looked at the bottle in his 


hand — “TI gotta give this stuff up.” And in the saloon, the barkeep was shaking a mixed drink to 
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the rhythm of the music. Suddenly, a record scratch happened and the fluid flew straight up his 


nose, making him go crosseyed like a silent-film funnyman. 


“OH SNAP!” 


The crowd was roaring. Barry took note of the sheriffs position — trapped in a corner 
among cheering patrons. He still couldn’t bolt without being conspicuous. But if Barry was any 
judge, it wasn’t this clown’s style to bolt. He would try to find some new way to exert pressure. 
Barry looked down at the bedraggled deputy. Now was the time to get practice in. None of the 
T Town boys seemed to have found the location — at least, there were none visible in the crowd. 
Leaning over, he picked the deputy up bodily, still very careful to avoid any potential urine 
spots. The crowds’ frenzy was unabated. The harlots, he realized, were now just as entranced 
and excited as the chumps. If it could equalize a crowd, maybe there was something to this 
wrestling stuff after all. Getting a carefully-balanced hold on the deputy, whose legs were once 
again standing up miraculously straight like lightning-rods in spite of its being upside down and 
virtually unconscious, Barry walked over to a tall stool, and gingerly stepped onto it one-foot-at- 
a-time, bringing himself up to standing position. He started to lean back. 


“QOOQOOOOOOOHHHHHHHHHHH” 


Barry slammed again. 


In the outhouse, the old drunks’ urine jumped back up and landed neatly in his flask. 
“Well, that’s enough incentive for ol’ me,” he said, tipping the flask into the hole and stepping 
out. In the saloon, everyone at the bar looked wistfully into their drinks, like ducks in a row. 
Then, starting at one end and moving down to the other, the fluid in each glass flew up into their 


nostrils, making them, in sequence, go comically cross-eyed in a perfect facsimile of the barkeep. 
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In the post office, the mailboy was stoically contemplating a loaded revolver. Suddenly, all the 
mail sorted itself into perfect piles, hours of work saved from his original investment. Humming 
a happy tune to himself, he went out to see what was happening at the saloon. In the dry goods 
store, which was a sea of popcorn, all the oil, butter and salt packages on the shelves, and some 
of the sugar and pepper, exploded at once and got all over the place. In the druggists, just as he 
was about to lock up, the store gave another small clink. Shrugging, he headed home for the 
evening. And in the gambling den, it was pandemonium. “AW SHIT SON!” The crowd was at 
risk of stampeding Barry. “Witchcraft!” cried the now ineffectual sheriff. This was outside of 


his range of experience. 


“My dear lawman,” smiled Barry. “I'll take you and your lackey on any time.” And with 
that, he got geared up for the grand finale, and picked the pathetic legal beagle up by the back of 
his underwear. Many spectators had to back off and sit down to give their pulses a break. Barry 
had thought it couldn’t get any louder. Now the people were literally screaming. He got the 
vertical suplex grip on the sheriff, making sure his shoulder rested comfortably on Barry’s. 

“Why can’t I move my leeeeeggss!!?” the weakling cried as his body assumed the mystical 
vertical suplex position, stricken by a paralysis that defied gravity. Barry easily carried his 


payload towards the gambling dens’ bar counter. 


On the far end from the entrance, there was a massive spittoon, the size of a bathtube. 


The crowd kept screaming. Barry began positioning the spittoon with his feet. He would 
need a thoroughgoing understanding of fluid displacement to avoid doing himself or anyone in 
the crowd a disservice. He shuffled the vessel to the proper spot, made a last angle-calculation. 
The crowd kept screaming. This was the training he needed. He got a really good, firm grip on 


the lawboys’ sheriff-star belt-buckle. His dumb little boots stuck in the air like the stalks of a 
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deformed vegetable. “This can’t be happening to me! This is not happening to me! I get to be 
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the sheriff! Someone heeeeeellllp!” Barry stepped carefully up onto the counter, his preys’ 


boots grazing a light fixture, which wobbled in tense expectation. 


A third time, he slammed. 


For the split-second it all happened, there was sudden and total silence. He dropped 
down like before, back-first. But this time he released his grip at the exact time and place to 
allow the sheriff to glide at the perfect angle, with the perfect speed. Barry’s back hit the wood 
floor as on the other occasions, muscles expertly set to distribute and mostly-nullify the impact. 
For the sheriff, the path was more complex. He landed heavily in the spittoon, which emitted a 
gelatinous klang — and began to slide across the length of the den. At the same time, the vile 
fluid therein, displaced by the impact, flew up in a giant glob — a glob that stayed perfectly 
parallel to the bucket on its aerial trajectory. “WHAAAAAAAT!!” The path went exactly 
between gaming tables, until it ended at the far wall. The spittoon clanged to a stop, and the 
horrible glob hit the wall above it, then slid right back down, to where the sheriff had begun to 
struggle and writhe, with a sickening thwop. A taxidermized trout on the wall above was 
knocked loose. It plopped down to swim beside him. He looked at it forlornly, a big fishlike 


frown on his lips. Several spectators fainted from excitement. 


And the crowd was still screaming. 


After forming a group to lock the sheriff and his deputy in their own cells, and giving the key to 
the newly-reformed town drunk, Barry was more than sure it was time to turn in. He assured the 


fine-if-saggy ladies of the establishment he didn’t need any services (not even complimentary 
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ones — though he said that if he did, he would make a point of paying an honest price for honest 
work,) and after sticking a bit of mushroom powder between his gums and having a tinkle, he 


went straight to bed. 


The dreaming started without delay. He was back walking the T Town paths. A heavy 
fog covered everything. He made his way towards the light in the distance. That light was 
watching him. It was up there, in the corner. Mischievous — malevolent? More than mischief, it 
wasn’t malice in the way we think of it. The path led into a ravine. The fog deepened, a dark 
grey that flowed in a tide all around. Barry continued, walking, walking, walk unaware. Then, a 
step. Anda sound! Another step. Another sound the sound was harsh. But Barry doesn’t care 
about that. So you can see another step and harsher and harsher, step and step, soon it was 
grating like sandpaper on his bones. This was the test. Barry took a step and the sound was like 
a screeching in the core of his self. He took a step and it was like a cheesegrater on his marrow. 
He took a step and it was like dry ice in his veins. He took a step and the terror of the noise went 
beyond the nerves, it was in the cells. Like when you’re a rabbit. And you hear the clank of the 


wolf fangs behind you. We are the reality and we will get you. 


There are no more steps for tonight. 


5. Fungal Findings 


“Rooom sarvice.” Barry tured stiffly towards the window. Dawn was flowing through the 
faded drapes. A sturdy woman dropped a tray of stale bread and water onto the room’s small 
table, then left as abruptly as she’d come. Good. Just as instructed, they were barging in. 


Hopefully they’d get every room where wrestlers resided. In the clear light, he suddenly realized 
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that the sheriff incident of last night had taken up so much of his time, he hadn’t had an 
opportunity to probe for gossip. He was as ignorant of what was going on in the world as he had 


been. At least he’d gotten that bit about mushroom locations from the druggist. 


Mushroom-hunting. Hmm. It was something the rest of the group, which was now his 
group, would have no interest in. But what did motivate them? He knew the first part of his 
motivations. He was driven by a quest for knowledge. Were they really just driven by a 
muscular egotrip? This was a hard life, with little to show for it. They showed no 
contemplation, but he wasn’t really satisfied. Was he reading too much into it? Or perhaps the 
boys were unknowingly chasing a ghost. “Wrestler” may have been their chosen occupation 
during the last time in their lives, long ago, when they were able to feel wonder. With no hope 


left, could some of them be chasing the spectral shadows of that wonder? 


He thought of some of the artists he’d met while pursuing his hobby of alchemical 
painting. Going into the field, these warriors of the doors of perception had developed promising 
ideas of their own. But many ideas are developed — few bear fruit worthy of the Great Halls of 
Arts and Letters. This he understood, which was why he never considered painting more 
seriously — to have a hope at greatness, he judged he would have to devote himself to the pursuit 
full-time, thus jettisoning all his other promising avenues of learning. He could only feel 
admiration for those with the courage, nay the audacity, to try the hunt. But as the years ticked 
by and the flower of youth faded, these warriors would become disillusioned — not by art, which 
remained as before, but by their own abilities. Their own avenues turned into creative dead ends. 
They saw talentless hacks elevated to master-for-a-day by a lazy press. Friends and relatives of 
lesser understanding wondered what the value of their pursuit was, monetary or otherwise. As 


they looked on the merely near-great works that now littered their living space and invaded their 
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dreams, they began to reminisce on simpler times, longing for the tranquility of the more 
domestic, domesticated dreams that had preceded this mess. Their next painting was of a vase of 
flowers. It was instantly scooped up by some old aunt. They illustrated a friendly household cat, 
and acquaintances clamored for more. Soon they were occupied full-time. But it was an 
occupation that took long hours, didn’t pay well, brought no savor to their lives. It would have 
been easier to get a degree in accounting and live a life no less ordinary, but much more comfy. 
Yet they couldn’t. A misguided loyalty to the very dream they were betraying, kept them in the 
eternal cycle of domesticated, risk-free, and ultimately mediocre “art” production to fill the 


bathrooms of petit bourgeoisie with images of pugs and chrysanthemums. 


These boys probably saw through the romance of fighting years ago, even the youngest 
of them. But what else would they do? For some, the process of disillusionment is a nightmare. 
Better to preserve the dream. But when even dreams have fled, the chance to be near their 
residue may be life’s only enticement. Who is more fanatically dedicated than one for whom the 
source of dedication has lost all savor — but who feels the desperate need for that old charm, and 
can see no other recourse? Like hungry ghosts, they cling to their former nourishment and are 
never satisfied. This is what is meant by “fandom.” To go on after disillusionment, in a 
misplaced dedication to a former momentary glory, that now only serves to sully that glory 


further and further — this is what is meant by “politics.” 


A cock crowed. The boys would be waiting. And he was now their leader. Mushrooms 
alive, he hoped that the kind of fungus he was aiming for could be found in the Dank Woods. 


And he hoped it would respond the way he deduced it would... 
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The smell of damp leaves hit the nostrils as soon as the treeline-border was breached. This was 
an unyielding part of the journey. The woods might not have been as treacherous as the desert, 
on the face of it. But there were almost no outposts. The swampland tribes had little clout in the 
world, and only modest traffic went between them and the plains. It was irritatingly hilly 
woodlands, and the road had to wind constantly to stay on level ground. A supply of burning- 
aloes needed to be brought and burnt through the night to ward off mosquitos, lest horrid 
diseases afflict the group. In the main cart, the flunkies and elders played UNO, while Barry 
wiled away the time reading philosophical documents. Tobias had been allowed to the front cart, 
trading places with the most junior of the lackeys, who was told he “got to be in charge of cart 
number two.” This allowed the boys to see Barry and Tobias’ tag team solidarity. The pair had 
settled on the name “Dynamic Duo” until something better could be thought up. Lunchbreaks 
were brief. The group was never that anxious to stay around the dismal brown landscape. The 
worms, weevils and other less-mentionables that hid under the leaves would squish out at every 
footfall. The trees loomed stodgy and umber in the dim light. There was little evidence of 
animal life around, but the boys had to check for ticks after every exiting of the wagon. Every 
mealtime, Barry would run off like a flash to who-knew-where, always popping back right on 
time. While he was away, any feedback was given to his lackeys, who relayed it on his return. 


But no one had anything to say, really. It was a long, boring, necessary part of the trek. 


But not so boring for Barry. His corner of the head wagon had become a small 
alchemical workshop, with the whole mortar-pestle-alembic setup common to amateur 
alchemists, but also many measures, graters and sieves. He spent much of his time wiping his 


equipment down. Other times he filtered what looked like dirt around into different 
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measurements. It looked as boring as anything could get. Little could anyone know — Barry was 


going in for the kill. And it would take just one rare mushroom sighting to pull the trigger... 


The middle of the second week. Barry was slightly disturbed that the boys weren’t more 
impatient. But according to the charts and Flunkeys’ readings, they wouldn’t be in these 
miserable Dank Woods for much longer. And if he estimated correctly, they shouldn’t be too far 
from his best bet for a mushroom finding range. He was keeping a constant eye out the window 


these days, looking for the telltale signs. Soon now... very soon. 


“Jeepers!” It was the reigns-boy, who always made the first sightings. “Up ahead! The 


forest is — well — it’s slobbered, I guess? Huuhh??” 


Everyone stuck their heads out of the sides of the front car and looked ahead. Soon all 
the other wagons were following suit. What they saw was peculiar and more. For yards around, 
the terrain — a relatively flat stretch in that ever-hilly region — was near-deforested. But the 
prominent trunks were not neatly hewn near the base. Instead, the ragged, jagged bases had an 
abundance of green ooze on them, as if masticated on by some gelatinous behemoth. But no 
behemoth was visible in the area. What was around, standing in the middle of the road at the 
center of the cleared area, was three massive, hirsute humanoids. Barry recognized the uniforms 
immediately. Exactly like the one on the deputy. They had their arms crossed. With no visible 
mode of conveyance anywhere near, it was not clear how they had gotten there. But it was clear 


they had no intention of moving. 


Barry waved his hand to the reigns-boy. The front carriage stopped, then all the others. 


Barry was the first to step out, followed by Tobias, then Flunkey. The three walked forward. 
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Soon, everyone was out of the cars and watching the three-on-three confrontation about to 
unfold. These were the same kinds of creatures, alright, with the same fingernail talons and 
noxious odor. But these were around eight feet tall, with no reduction in muscle density. And, 


Barry reflected, they might have stank more. 


“How did this gunk get here?” Barry asked without ceremony. 


The central Deputoid spat. Barry saw his answer. It was a bioluminescent green 


oozepuddle. The assholes ate the trees. 


“And how did you clowns get here?” 


“AAAAWWWWWW Ya got some nerve,” said the left Deputoid in a surprisingly 
human-sounding rasp. “This our jurisdiction ‘round this parts!) BOOOYYYYY yaw! better 
gittt’hh!! For I git ya forzz yahhhh!” All three creatures clanked their fingernail claws in 


unison, swaying about in a hammy attempt at intimidation. 


“Listen,” Barry said to his companions at a volume that couldn’t be overheard. “We 
can’t let the other wrestlers get involved in this. We could have no able-bodied fighters left by 
the time me make the first destination. Normally I would say this is good practice, but those 
claws could be poisoned. Get out your pocketknives and give them a nuclear manicure first, then 


wrestler the way home. Got it?” All three pulled out their pocketknives. 


“THEY GOTZZ DEADEELLY YY YY WWEEEEEEPPPOOOOOOOONNZZZ!” 


The beastmen flew into a frenzy at the sight of the small blades, bursting into 
greenslobbering attacks. Flunkey, a nimble tactician, had two longish pocketknives with which 


to fence the fingernails of his foe. Tobias used small scissors combined with short tactical pulls, 
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keeping three steps ahead. Barry was finished in no time. He simply filed the central Deputoids’ 
nails at lighspeed. The creature looked down at its well-manicured hands in confusion. Then its 
life erupted into chaos. Barry grabbed it by the leg and spun. Tobias had his quarry in an 
armlock. He held him in place as Barry spun his around, making their heads smack into one 
another with an ugly crack. Flunkey was getting his set up. Barry passed him up the first round, 
then his and Tobias’ smacked heads again, more sickening than before. The second round, 


Tobias got his up, and the smack sent them down with concussions. 


Barry looked in sickness at what had been wrought. It was clear that these imbeciles 
would survive just fine — or at least, kinda-sorta-clear. But what manner of permanent brain 
damage had he inflicted on the already stupid brutes? Would the violence never end? Could 
they not be educated, be made full members of the community? Did they always have to be bad 


cops? What was a bad cop, at the end of the day, if not a worse criminal? 


Did that work? Not really. 


“Come on,” he said, “I’m getting sick just being here.” He began to turn around, - then 


held up his hand. 


There it was. Atop a small mound between two big greeno’d stumps, sat the key to 
paradise. He stepped towards it, on consecrated ground, enrapt. It was thin, windy, purpurate, 
with a tip like a pigsnout. The hell of it was, it was actually lichen. How did it work? It wasn’t 
clear, but you couldn’t argue with the results of nature. He knelt, switching his pocketknife to 
ultrascalpel. With his left hand, he grabbed a plastic baggy from his pocket, gloved it. Then, 
with the demeanor and precision of one who was performing both brainsurgery and a sacred 


ceremony simultaneously, he bagged that sucker. 
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“Boys. Don’t argue with me. I want you to take those unconscious hairy bastards back 
to the wagons and restrain them -no ‘buts.’ I’m going into the main car, and I'll be out shortly. 
Be patient.” He rushed into the main car, closely followed by Flunkey and Tobias, as the boys 


struggled with the bulk of the Deputoids, hastily dividing themselves into teams. 


“My dear Barry,” Tobias said, “this behavior is highly unconventional.” 


“Unconventional, Tobe, yes, and requiring complete concentration. Flunkey, stay at the 
door and relay anything important to me. Tobias, if you’d be so kind as to hold this alembic for 
one moment...” Barry took a small piece of the strange new lichen from its base, gave it the old 
mortar-and-pestle treatment. Then he worked frenziedly, almost too-fast-to-follow. Soon he had 
an eyedropper full of purple sludge. “Tobe, please grab that medikit over there. I stake my 


professional reputation on what happens next.” He was out in a flash. 


The Deputoids lay flat on their backs. “Space! Tobias, Flunkey, icepack these clowns — 
yes, you heard right, and tend to their wounds. You men, if anything happens, let us bear the 
brunt of it, and come in and overpower them after. I don’t want a word of complaint! See to it 
that they’re as well-tended as if it was one of ours who got those knocks.” Kneeling over the 
first, Barry squirted a drop of the violet stuff into each polluted nostril. Then he gave it a light 
slap on both cheeks, repeating the process for the next two. Finally, to the wonderment of all 


witnessing, he stood up — and waited. 


Tense moments passed as Tobias rubbed ointment behind the beings’ ears, and Flunkey 
patted their foreheads with an icepack. Then, they began to awaken. But a miracle was 
happening. In the place of volatile barbarity, their eyes now showed the light of reason. “Where 


are we?” asked the central one, looking around groggily. “All of life has been a dream. A fog 
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has been lifted, and with it a horrible weight. I can recall — everything.” The beings’ eyes 
welled with tears. It turned towards Barry, one hand outstretched, causing momentary tension in 
the ranks. “I believe we have you to thank, kind benefactor. We have been without the light of 
reason, I now see. But this was not how we were made. This was not the role we were intended 


to fulfil in this vicious circle. Our minds were open, but they were made to be shut.” 


“Can you tell us, dear friend,” said Barry, “who or what agency it was that brought about 


this atrocity?” 


“Would that I could! It would be but small recompense. I know that whatever agency it 
was, will not look kindly on your magical fluid. A stuff such as that, ichor of a thousand worlds, 
nectar of limitless ambrosia, ambrosia of a million worlds, ichor of one nectar, such a 
mindsubstance will never be welcome to its beasts. But when we taste it. Ohhhhh!! I don’t 
know how long I can be allowed to live like this. But I plan to enjoy every day and every minute 
left to me in the light. I know in this, I speak for my allies as well. Maybe this can help you. I 
remember being told on more than one occasion, to keep working, and make sure that everyone 
in my jurisdiction kept busy. But often they were senseless tasks. My employers, the few 
sheriffs of Dank Woods jurisdictions, were just mediocre — not high-level stuff at all. But they 
repeated something that sounded like it came from another level above them, and they were 
parroting it. They would say, “we gotta keep ‘em working. Because if you stop work, you have 
time to think. When you’re working, you’re not thinking.’ You can see by that, what kind of 


work these taskmasters had us dealing with...” 
“Friend, you deserve rest. We will take you a ways in our conveyance if you'd like.” 


“‘ 


“T would, but it’s not possible. Not possible... It’s not ever, ever possible to repay you-‘ 


ay) 


“T won’t hear any more of it. I’m a man of learning, pursuing knowledge as a matter of 
course. It was nothing. But if you think it wisest not to join us even briefly — and I very much 
trust your judgement on this — then you must be about ready to disperse from the area. We won’t 
trouble you further. If we meet again, perhaps next time, we can speak longer. Farewell, 


comrade...” 


That night, the dreams. It was another footfall hall. This time it was nearly pitch black. It was 
like a great ancient sewer tunnel filled with masonry rubble, with puddles and groundwater all 
over, and bars and grates above, up in the high walls. From one of these grates, the imp. It froze 
his bones. He stepped forward rapidly, stepping, stepping, stepping, stepping, stepping, 


stepping, stepping, stepping, stepping, and stepping. No noise. 


Then, noise. 


Then noise, then noise, then noise, then noise, then noise, then noise, then a really 


unbearable noise, and then. and then. and then. and then. and then. 


And then. 


and then. 


He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t. He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t. He couldn’t do it. He 


couldn’t. He decided to go a head and take a nother more steps. 


And noise. And noise. And noise. And noise. And noise. And noise. And noise. And 
noise. And noise. And noise. And noise. And noise. And noise. And noise. And noise. And 


noise. And noise. And noise. And noise, and he felt broke in. 
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And he couldn’t. So he decided to take another step. 


He took a step and the terror of the noise went beyond the nerves, it was in the cells. 
Like when you’re a rabbit. And you hear the clank of the wolf fangs behind you. We are the 


reality and we will get you. 


There are no more steps for tonight. 


6. Mud Bugging Out 


What was left behind? Why was it left behind? And what does that tell us about what wasn’t? 


These were the things on Barry’s mind as the caravan left the Dank Woods at long last, 
entering more honest swamp country that was dotted with live-oaks draped in Spanish moss. 
This was the exotic Deep Swamp region, and now it wouldn’t be too long before they breached 
the territory of the Gatortribes, wrestling fanatics who would surely offer an education in 
pugilism. When the path crossed land that was submerged under dark swampwater, it would rise 
up on cypress walkways of amazing sturdiness. At these times the risk of ambush was real, since 
one carriage could just barely fit through — however, the risk of structural collapse seemed to be 
nil, and at the rate the speedmules were going, it would have taken a really expert team to pull an 
ambush off. If there were any such finks lurking in the dark branches above, they wisely chose 


not to push their luck with this particular wagontrain. 


The Deputoids had been enlisted, at some point, as the arm of the oppressors of small, 
out-of-the-way communities — at least, some of them had. Where did they come from? Could 


they have been a tribe of mutants, manipulated by lack of resources and some opportunistic 
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encroacher? There were surely any number of unrecorded mutated tribes since the end of the 
Time of the Hungry Ghosts had heralded a sudden acceleration in human mutation. At that time, 
records indicated, the iron grips of technology and social programming had begun to relax on a 
jaded and exhausted human populace, though it was unclear what factors had brought-about this 
shift. Barry contemplated the dark ages, the hungry ages, countless souls hiding in their folds 
like children hiding in the skirts of a cyclopean matron. What savage age might have spawned 
such a hairy deputoidal clan, from among the many centuries between the close of the hungry- 
ghost-era and the time of transition that was now unfolding? There were too many unknown and 


barely-known corners of the nation, too many savage eras, to even begin to guess at it. 


The Deputoids were deputized. Barry thought back to the sheriff (the last time, he hoped, 
he’d have to think about him.) Who pulled the strings of the puppeteers? Where did it stop? 
Next time, he would not be distracted — he had to question the saloon crowd. The Dogfaces were 
having problems with the sheriff. Was this just the case in that one small outpost, or was it 
systematic? How much of a connected network was there between law enforcement across the 
United States? This was not the last the T Town caravan - a rather disreputable-seeming lot - 
would be seeing of local law. If he was to guide everyone through the potentially continuous 
challenges set up by crooked cops, he would need more information. The next officer anyone 
suplexed could set off a nationwide dragnet. But let them get their way once, and the whole T 
Town team would be marked as juicy suckers — they would be beset by phony charges at every 
stop. This was a scourge. Before thinking about a cure, as he was naturally inclined to, Barry 
had to focus on navigating the minefield. For the sake of the boys, and for the sake of his 
hallowed mission. He now had to meet Jazzy Jayhawk more than ever, to pick his brain and see 


how much he already knew, as much as to learn new things from him. The renowned M. Dr. 
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couldn’t possibly have missed the potential in these mycological developments. What was he 


still researching — and what might he be keeping back? 


The exit from the damp and crowded forest, with its unceasingly dull scenery, was a 
relief, but the air of the authentic swamplands was scarcely less oppressive, at least not at this 
time-of-year. As the wagontrain traveled farther south, the climate became, not hotter, but 
wetter, like being slowly steamed alive. In spite of the discomfort, the perspiration this miasmal 
region brought about actually caused a natural, healthful exfoliation of the skin, and Barry didn’t 
wonder that there were tales of ancient elders among the Gatortribes that had lived so long, 


nobody knew what era they were born in. 


Then, the expected sighting. A short way off the path was a capacious picnic area dotted 
with wooden tables. Mighty-looking men were gathered there - by the look of it, engaged in 
frolicsome activities like arm-wrestling and speed-eating contests. Curiously, no women seemed 
to be around. Barry wondered if their societal roles kept them in more domestic settings, or if 
this was just the makeup of this particular group. The T Town boys knew little of their southern 
counterparts. The wagons moved into a parking formation on the roadside. It was time to meet 


the neighbors. 


The picnic area looked out onto true submerged marshland, green with algae and dotted 
with small islands of palm trees and explosive foliage. Cranes and other marsh birds cavorted on 
land and air. The T Town boys, with Barry at their head trailed closely by Tobias and Flunkey, 
strode boldly into the area, breathing deep and stretching their muscles with gusto. So absorbed 
were the bayou dwellers in their frolics, they only noticed the visitors when they were practically 


among them. The calm of the tribesmen was palpable. These were tough customers. 
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The leader turned. There was no confusing this fellow with his lackeys. Tall and 
swarthy, of deeply southern physiognomy, his wide musculature was of a different order from 
that of lesser men — being tremendously toned, yet without a trace of stiffness, a mark of 
distinction it’s impossible to duplicate through illusion. All his movements were like the cool, 
inevitable shiftings of a synchronized horde of pythons. His clothing was ragged swamp getup, 
only slightly less dull-hued than the rest, and his hair was worn in the same long, lank strands as 
the others. His age was impossible to determine — some Gatortribesmen were rumored to be 
hundreds of years old, yet have the appearance of a man of fifty and the strength of a strong man 
of thirty. Apart from his size and general aura, the thing that immediately set him apart was his 
headdress. Under his sturdy square chin ran the strap which affixed to his cranium the massive 
taxidermized upper half of a huge alligator. The scaly skin was in a state of perfect preservation. 


The beady eyes, now eternally open, glinted as they might have in life. 


The man got languidly to his feet, having recently completed an arm-wrestling conquest. 


“Well’h what we gots here’h?” He appraised Barry with a gaze that was transcendently level. 


“Salutations, fellows,” said Barry. “We’re a wrestling troupe, just passing through your 
lovely area. You lot wouldn’t happen to know of any strong fighters around-about these parts? 


We'd be obliged to you.” Barry returned the gaze with utter serenity. 


“Ahhhhhh boy’hh. You don’ know muk’chs one bit “bout teh folk raouwnd these perts, 
tplain. We’h be’-h AAWWWLLLL wrastlin’.” The chieftain laughed a low, sardonic laugh. 
“We’h be?’ h AAWWWLLLL wrastlin’.” He snapped his fingers at the general body of his 
group. “Gi’ht some refraashmant fir th’ guests’h. An I wagersz, ye’hh been on th’ rodez tew’h 
lawwwng.” He squinted slightly. A fellow brought over the receptacle of the “refraashmant” in 


question — a massive ceramic vessel which he had to hoist on his shoulder. It was filled with 
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fragrant mint lemonade. Bisected lemons and still-green spearmint leaves floated about in the 
concoction, which, judging by odor and color, was clearly freshly made. The offering was 
proffered to Barry, who, as the leader, was clearly expected to imbibe first. The chieftain looked 


on, poker-faced. 


Barry took up the heavy vessel effortlessly, taking an appreciative whiff. He took a slight 
sip. And paused. The euphoria was totally unexpected. He brought the heavy vessel to his lips 
for another sip, and then a third. The second brought no increase of euphoria, and the third, 
rather less than before. It was plain that, fine though this fresh-squeezed nectar was, its quality 
couldn’t account for a tenth part of the feeling. He probed. Did the flavor, the odor, the 
circumstances remind him of something? Surely it could only be recollection that accounted for 


the pleasure-level. He probed his mind, probed his memories... 


He took a fourth sip, simply to keep the drink on his palate. Now he felt the resistance. 
In the mind, there’s a mediocrity placed by nature as a gatekeeper. Think only of the present and 
the immediate future, the sentinel seems to say — that is easy, that “comes natural.” And the 
intrepid mind is forced to turn to the sentinel, and report — yes, perhaps staying on the matters of 
the immediate “comes natural” — but it was never by taking the easy route, by simply sticking to 
well-paved roads, that anything of significance was accomplished. So then let me through, 
friend-gatekeeper, for I have loftier ambitions — I must chart the territory of memory. And no 
sooner are these lofty ambitions proclaimed, than the gate seems to shrink into the distance, 


unbreeched, elusive still. 


As Barry took a fifth sip, the chieftain stepped forward — and upended the entire vessel- 


and-contents over Barry’s head! 


63 


In the darkness of the vessel, with the uproarious laughter of the Gatortribesmen echoing 
strangely in the enclosed ceramic chamber, Barry lost track briefly of the course of his thoughts. 
And then the vision came to him. The memory was behind no gate. Rather it was a sunken ship, 
a heavy dreadnought with iron anchor as massive and weighty as Mjolnir, Thor’s hammer, 
buried to half its length within the sands of the midnight depths. No light penetrated to shine on 
its rusting hull. The sea creatures which housed within it were not of normal wholesome make, 
like those familiar to most mariners. But a shaft of light, from some incalculable source, had 
now glinted off it, for however brief a moment. And now — the anchor shuddered! It rumbled! 
With abyssal creakings, the ship began unmooring itself from the sand which had held it willing 
prisoner for millennia. With a potent sense of pressure released, the anchor blasted free at last in 
a massive cloud of seastuff. And in the timeless time of that vision, the vessel rose, rose through 
illimitable gulfs of a space beyond conception, crossing regions inconceivable, regions undreamt 


of. 


And then — memory returned. 


A coffeehouse. A cup of grande mint lemonade. And Morgo, across the table. It was 
one of the few times Barry shared a walk with anyone. They got up with their cups, tiring of the 
stuffy ambiance, and headed back out. The shop was near the summit of a mountainous hike. 
They set out, and soon came upon an altitudinous meadow. Clumps of tufts of rushes were 
situated between crisscrossing networks of gentle mountain brooks. The crisp blue air had the 
electric spark of magic. Now this was Clean Living! Barry helped Morgo keep her footing as 
they crossed one brook after another, soon losing track of where they had come from. And then 


the terrain began to rise ever-so-slightly, and they were making for a ridge. 
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They surmounted it, after just a little climbing. And on the other side, a vast valley. It 
stretched nearly the distance of sight, but massive mountains closed it in on all sides. It dipped 
low enough to have forests of small trees here and there, but to climb down the ridge would be 
no great ordeal. To reach the other side, might take days. Barry turned. There was no sign of 


Morgo. 


There had never been. 


In sudden panic, he looked down and realized that the brooks and rushes had long ago 
eliminated any trace of a path. He desperately scanned the horizon for any sign of the 
coffeeshop, but it must have been hidden behind something — of which he could find no great 
candidates. His sense of direction was thoroughly tangled. He bounded down the ridge, across 
the clump islands, hoping against hope that he could feel out his path. Dark clouds were now 
gathering, threatening rain — a rain that could make the lower crossings impassable for days, and 


flood the entire region. Was this the price of freedom? 


Was this the price of freedom? 


The Barry of the present moved his arms sideways, and the ceramic vessel entrapping them 
shattered in an explosion of pottery shards. In an instant, the chieftain was behind him, putting 
him in an unbreakable armlock. His Gatortribesmen cheered wildly, and the T Town boys 
stepped back, unsure of their new leader. The chieftain moved Barry about with ease, walking 
him over to a picnic table. He leaned casually against the side, Barry still firmly in his armlock. 


“Whaaalll, ain’ mech yeeehh kin dew’h fe’ y’sellhh, chile,” he smugly proclaimed. To the T 
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Town boys’ astonishment and the Gatortribesmens’ further amusement, Barry’s face remained 


utterly calm and totally impassive. 


He had bounded back towards what he had hoped was the trail, still not seeing the 
coffeeshop. Those years ago, he had done something in panic, that he had then forgotten 
about... -until now. Saints be praised! Of course! He had rashly used his alchemical 
understanding of the human ligaments and musculature. And in that time, to speed up his 
crossing of the brooks and his movement over clumpy terrain, he had greatly stretched his limbs! 
When he finally caught sight of the coffeeshop, it was closed due to weather and the employees 
had long run down the mountain. His stretchy bound had taken him into their midst before they 
could even reach the bottom. The rain turned out to not be as bad as predicted, but it had been a 


valuable lesson, on any number of levels. 


Now, he called upon that ability, gained in the heat of necessity. But this time, it was 
augmented by subsequent years of alchemical research and practice. The chieftain still leaned 
smugly, sometimes waving him slightly to either side like a banner, bringing a new chorus of 
cheers and laughter from the tribesmen. His arms were in a firm, nigh-unbreakable lock. But his 
hands and wrists, sensibly judged useless in their current position, stuck free. Now he began the 
drastic elongation of said wrists. And they began, unnoticed by all at first, out of immediate line 
of sight, to snake about like rapidgrowing vines of flesh. They crept up the chieftain’s back, 
careful not to touch it yet and so give their position away. A hand snaked around to the big gator 
helmet. Deftly, a forefinger reached out and closed each eyelid. The chieftain’s face darkened 
for a moment — a feeling struck him, though he didn’t know from where. The hand snaked down 
and, with a smack like a dangerous aunt about to put the death grip on some tyke’s cheeks, it 


planted itself palm-down on the chieftains’ face. He went crosseyed. 
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In a moment, the chieftain was completely enwrapped by Barry’s elastic limbs. “Hahaw, 
berry gooooo’hhh,” he exclaimed. “Nahhs trick!” But it did nothing to sour his apparent 
victory. The limbs wrapped snuggly enough, but they had no purchase in any part that could 
amount to anything really dangerous by itself. And the chieftain’s grip was uncompromised. He 
had the interloper to their picnic in as secure a vise as he had had him in the beginning, and in the 
middle, and he saw no sign that it should loosen anytime soon, if he - the boss around these here 


parts - didn’t want it to. 


Barry extended his limbs further near the base of the grip. This time, he wasn’t adding to 
the chieftains’ enwrapping. He was just giving himself more slack. And then, the unguessable. 
With little sign of effort, Barry shifted the Gatortribal elder from his position of leverage on the 
table, got him into a more open area — and, still with his back turned, began to lift the massive 
fellow into the air. It was like watching the man being hoisted aloft by some unhallowed fleshy- 
colored two tendrilled squid. Barry’s visage showed concentration, not strain, as he hoisted the 
now-yelling warrior further aloft yet. The chieftain’s hands scrabbled to regain his grip, but he 
was being lifted too quickly. Stretchy limbs waved about under the bulk of the mighty load, yet 


succeeded to raise it further without compromising one iota the tightness of their constraint. 


“WhhhOOaaahh! Thits DAANNG ged trick! WhhhOOaaahh!” came the chieftains’ 
hoarse yells. He was quickly abandoning all pretense of composure. From the men on both 
sides, there was much shouting and bewondered yammering. And then, as Barry at-last hoisted 
the chieftain, with a visible quivering of the limbs but with no reduction in grip, to the height at 
which his feet were clean above everyone’s heads, the two sides — now somewhat intermingled — 


began to cheer. 
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The festivities continued into early evening. Barry was damp. He ached. He smelled like 
lemon. But the two groups immediately got along like a house on fire, and he wouldn’t retire to 
the wagon and risk seeming ungracious. The Gatortribesmen were a wealth of info. Yes, the 
women were caring for the children and keeping the hearths warm. The men were supposed to 
be gathering food, but the harvest of the bayou was plentiful this season, and “hunting” was just 
their excuse to be out and about. The major town of the area, they told the group, was 
Neooiseaux, a crow-infested fortress of decadence. Dark words were spoken of the ultraflabby 
inhabitants and their surprisingly dexterous licentiousness. Apparently, so great, so ingeniously 
devised were the fleshly depravities and sensual distortions told of in tales of their carnal 
cavortings, that the mere thought of the citizenry inspired the Gatortribespeople, themselves not 
at-all prudish, with a species of superstitious dread. Darker, more outwardly harmful doings 
were whispered at as well. But it was acknowledged that, for putting on shows of physical 
prowess, one could find no more receptive audience than in that farflung city on the edge of the 
great Bayou that leads to the Swampy Seas. Often, young, strong Gatortribesmen would go there 
to gain riches in this way — though the older group-members hated to think what effect the place 


might have on the moral fiber of their Youth. 


Impatiently changing the subject, the Gatrortribesmen were most anxious for their guests 
to sample some of their famous cuisine. The parochial T Town boys immediately shied away on 
seeing it. The aroma was by turns noxious and appetizing, sometimes in the same breath. Near 
to the scummy water, a titanic soot-blackened cauldron had been placed. A raging fire warped 
the swamp air below it. Plumes of black clouds redolent of spices wafted heavenward. The pot 
was filled near-to-the-brim with what looked like dark green mud, tinted with seasonings to a 


hadean reddish ochre. The sludgy broth bubbled noisomely and noisily. At frequent intervals, 
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an unspeakably uncouth shape would bob to the surface, before quickly diving back, subsumed 
again by its habitat. Barry recognized it immediately — this was the famous boiling of the mud 


insects, the centerpiece of Gatortribe cuisine. 


Without hesitating, he thrust his whole hand into the hot stew and fished around. After a 
moment, he pulled it out and, turning, presented his bounty to his boys. The Gatortribesmen 
chuckled, as noiselessly as they could, at the bug-eyed horror on the faces of the foreigners. 
What Barry held in his willing palm was a mound of eldritch insectile horrors the likes of which 
no wholesome world could ever allow to exist. The unkempt chaos of spines, pincers, bulbous 
stingers, jagged appendages, and things less defined and less definable, sat loathsome in an oily 
black pyramid of outer anarchy. T Town lips quivered. T Town eyes watered. What horrid 


curse, what foul bog-sorcery had befuddled their champion? WHAT?? 


“Look, you morons,” declaimed Barry, trying to maintain composure. “You don’t eat the 
outside. You break them open. Like this.” He took one of the small nightmares from the pile 
with his other hand. Deftly, he cracked open the unwholesomely shiny dark-red carapace, 
causing a puff of grey vapor and a squelchy snapping sound that stood the hair on end. Then he 
widened the aperture — revealing the most appetizing cutlet of seafood that could be imagined. 
White and flaky, with overtones of prawn and gulf redfish, the seasonings brought the fresh 
surfmeat to peak flavor. Barry sniffed the aroma with connoisseurly appreciation — then, putting 
his mouth right up to the horror, he sucked, not only the meat, but all the brainjuices and other 
assorted ochre guts, which had taken even more of the seasonings’ piquant flavors, right out of 
the aperture, which his lips just barely touched. Several T Town boys fainted. The 
Gatortribesmen slapped their knees with the effort of held-back laughter. “Delicious,” Barry 


exclaimed, closing his eyes in a genuine culinary ecstasy. 
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Back at the tables, Tobias was distinguishing himself at arm wrestling, deemed by 
knowledgeable parties to be nearly as powerful as the chieftain. Flunkey was doing quite well 
for himself at the game of “knucklebones.” But the day was wearing on, and the Gatortribesmen 
had to get back to their families, the wrestlers to their journey. “It has been a true pleasure 
making you-fellows’ acquaintance,” Barry said with genuine feeling. ““Ahh’yeah,” said the 
chief, “and yew bo’h’yees jezz come back an’ say ‘hi’s’ anitime’h, ans we shiw yah ah gewd 
stew an’ ah gewd’h tahhmm.” As the boys filtered back into their respective cars, it was plain 
that their spirits were refreshed after the dreary forest days. The change to scenic bayous would 
likely keep this state up. But Barry knew the challenge hadn’t even begun. In drafting the 
itinerary, Torvoll had put red checkmarks around a handful of areas he thought would be 
especially hazardous to both the physical and moral health of the team. One of these few checks 
was on Neooiseaux, Ravens’ Haunt, City of Dirty Birds. And at the accelerating rate the 
modified speedmules were going — although they’d been fed no more fungus powder — even with 


this lengthy stop, they should be arriving at the gates within two days... 


7. High Functioning Loose Levers 


The scenery continued much as before. And then, the caravan found itself on a tapering finger of 
land, extending farther and farther into the increasingly clearer and clearer waters of the Great 
Delta Bayou. But they weren’t clear forever. At the far end of the finger, where it tapered to the 
width of a single cart, a black mass was visible, with oily smoke arising occasionally. As soon 

as he saw Neooiseaux, Barry was struck by deadly premonitions. This was a city of entropy, of 
decadent and twilight-effulgent ruination. There was no doubt it was one of the worlds’ few 


cities of a unique breed — a City of Destiny. 
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The caravan came to a stop. They were at the gate. Barry prepared his puffing apparatus. 
This would be a major test. The gate rose high, crafted of tarnished brass with poorly done 
filigree. The walls were crumbling mossy masonry that looked like it would topple at a light 
shove. A viewing aperture opened, beady eyes peered out - it shut. Then from out of the 
guardhouse trundled two ultrasagging buffoons with pointy helmets and garlic breath. Their 
breaches were sweating grease stains in realtime. They sidled up to the head wagon. Barry 


stepped out, laying a level gaze on them. 


“Hey baws,” the saggiest of the duo said, “customs. We just gotta inspect the cars. 
Won’t take long.” Barry made no response, watching with hawklike gaze as they pulled 
themselves in. There was a clattering as if they intended to take it apart from the inside. Several 
complaints came from the boys. A lot more jostling. More clattering. When they slunk out, 
their arms were laden with bags of ingredients and all Barry’s alchemical equipment. “We’z 


gotta confiscate these. Regulations restrict you from-“ 


Quick as lightning, Barry’s arm shot out. With his patented mini-fumigator held deftly 
between forefinger and middle finger, he used his thumb to operate the pushpump that sent a 
squirt of purple vapor directly up the left nostril of each guard. It was almost too quick to spot 
with the naked eye. Immediately, the doofuses became unsteady on their feet. With nearly as 
much speed, Barry began grabbing the loot out of their hands and transferring it to Flunkey, who 
transferred it into the wagon. Barry studied the effect the gas was having. “Fascinating,” he 
muttered. It had been a small dose. Even so, he had expected to see at least slightly more reason 
enter the subjects’ gaze. Instead, they appeared merely stupefied. He waved a hand to observe 


their eye motion. Their reasoning capacity was uncompromised, but it seemed their ability to 
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access it had been somehow shortcircuited. The result was classic psychohypnotic flux — in their 


current state, they should be completely open to suggestion. 


“Hurry and open the gate,” Barry said, “then report back.” The ultrasaggers scampered 
into the guardhouse, and the gate swung inward. Then they came right back, saluting and 
standing at attention. “Now, you need to do something about your filthy pants. You never met 
us, that’s for sure. But you do have a great idea. That water-“ Barry pointed to a shallow pool at 
the edge of the land, discolored from the effluvia of the city- “could be a great spot to test for 
cleaning properties. But if the water is going to really prove its worth, it has to be put to the test. 
So go sit in that water and cack and piddle to see if the water can handle it. When your superior 
or replacement comes, if they want you to move, you’ll just tell them to stick it up their arse. 

The water will need to be tested until well after sundown at the least. You can’t take a break or it 
doesn’t work, everybody knows that. Well, you can’t be detained any longer. Go to it!” The 
men saluted rigidly, then took to their positions like saggy sewer suckducks. As the carts moved 
through the gates, loud shit and piss sounds could be heard behind. “’’Ats the stuff!” “A good 


one. We gotta really find out if this puddle can handle it.” “Yeah. Better lay it on!” 


The city was busy, the tight streets crowded. In the main wagon, there was handling of 
maps to determine the quickest route to a suitable inn that could stable the speedmules. The 
Haunt of Ravens lived up to its name, with plenty of crows and wrens thrown in. It also looked 
like lizards, rats and cockroaches were very much at home here, and despite teeming with 
visitors, Barry guessed the human part of the population must form a small fraction of the city’s 
total. It would be a perfect stomping grounds for animist shamans who worked with pests — 
pestwalkers, a particularly noisome breed. He already knew that it was a world headquarters for 


the practice, due to alchemist contacts which he corresponded with — the city was a small but 
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significant location in the alchemical world due to its proximity to rare, often putrid ingredients. 
However, true alchemists didn’t cluster together in trendy population hubs, nor concern 
themselves with hierarchy. For the alchemist, it was a matter of obtaining knowledge, and no 
ability was considered a part of the alchemic arsenal until it had been meticulously tested and 
peer-reviewed. Pestwalkers knew no other life than gathering in hubs, following the latest 
fashions and bickering among themselves about what-or-who was “in” and what-or-who “out”, 
huddling around their common culture and repelling any outsiders — they naturally took on a 
human version of the social habits of their spirit-creatures. Without doubt, the veteran 
pestwalker could call upon some potent powers. But along with having a very narrow focus, half 
the time, abilities that the individual practitioner believed were among their strongest, were all- 
in-their-head, fabrications of their own imaginations — and this was on the better end of the 


spectrum. 


The quantity of visitors made it seem certain that there were other, more accessible 
entrances to the city than the way they’d come. But they were far out on water, no doubt about 
it. Some streets had more puddle than pavement, and twice, a sidestreet was passed which was 
totally submerged for a good length. Every structure, whether the humblest hovel or the most 
ornately filigreed grande-inn, seemed as if it were about to collapse like a soggy cardboard box 
caving in on itself. There were loose and ultrasaggy strumpets, young and old, male and female, 
and of all tones and physiognomies, frequently multiple factors mixed together in the same 
harlot, loitering singly and in groups on every other streetcorner, most wearing little, many 
wearing nothing - and Barry could also see why it was called the City of Deep Stink. There were 
unscientific, unscrupulous chemical vendors and the horrors of addiction — ghostly folk starving 


in the streets, beyond withdrawal and in a world of torn instincts and dissected and desiccated 
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hearts which none on the outside could hope to understand, nor the wise wish to. And there was 
the chump, waddling around with a drink around his neck like a dog, aimless and hopeless, a 
tourist in search of the expanding sag, his flesh flopping down in blooms of fatty wattle-age, 
torpid muscle sacs jamming on the pull of gravity, layering and loosening and flapping and 
flopping and putting on the sedentary weight in search of that ultra state, the ultrasag. It was the 


ultrasag that put Neooiseaux on the map. For the saggy, this was paradise. 


The caravan pulled into the stable area of “the Kumquat”, an inn recommended in 
Torvolls’ notes as cheap and not too noisy. Scampering stablehands handled the storage, and 
Barry tipped each one. Then he turned to the group, now milling about with uncertain looks. 
“Listen here. We’ll split up and explore the town. Is everyone here? Flunkey, take a head 
count. Meet back in this spot at sundown. Get your lunch, of course, but try to find out as much 


as you can about major wrestling venues in the area. Alright, split.” 


The puddles of Neooiseaux. The waters. The effluvia. Purple puddles that trapped the 
mediocre, the curious, the incurious. And swallowed them to a realm beneath, where potential 
went to rot. The miasmal aura of brown rotting stagnation flowed in morbid currents. And the 
ravens cawed above, ready for what bones would be thrown up. The dark, shiny, oily puddles in 
reflection of colored lights. The porous, oily, ultrasagging flesh. The crooked rat smiles of 
unhealthy teeth. And most portentous, the growling sneers of the lowest scum, making play at 
being arrogant and taking on an air of superiority. When those who know perfectly well that 
they’re better than no one, make play at being better than everyone, it’s a sign that they have 
nothing to lose — and an explosive orgy of self-destruction is soon to follow. So the puddles will 


shortly have more bones for crows, be assured. Be assured. 
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The puddles wept. And as their oily tears spread, further and further streets were 
submerged in stagnant water that mingled with the overflowing sewers. What a time to be a 
sewer rat! A dogface woman peered from behind a curtain. Several dogface boys in leather 
garterbelts milled about, looking bored. It was a day that stank. A day that stank. A day that 


stank. 


He came to the little door. Knock, wait patiently. Knock again. The routine. The one 
contact that he knew in Neooiseaux was a ratwalking dandy, Marcel. It was just possible he had 
some hint as to the direction of M. Dr. Jayhawk, due to his constant interest in social goings-on, 
and Jayhawks’ high social standing. However, Barry had been led to believe, via the chatter of 
the grapevine, that he was barely competent even for a pestwalker, and would be of no value to 
the quest if he hadn’t heard anything. Barry could detect with a brief third eye scan that Marcel 
was pulling himself up off his sofa, trying to seem aloof and mysterious by taking a long time to 
answer the door, and that he thought his rat allies were masking his aura. This was a complete 
fabrication — not only could Barry plainly see it, he could read Marcel like an open book at all 
times. He hoped the little pestwalker was keeping active and not getting too bogged down in the 
claustrophobia of the fashionable world. He checked such thinking — compassion was all very 
well, but Marcel was an adult. There would always be those who chose the minor pursuits — it 


was the ecosystem of life. 


Marcel was more bedraggled when he answered the door, more, more bedraggled. He 
was so bedraggled. And Barry wondered for Marcel. Barry wanted to help Marcel, but what 
would that even mean? What would that even look like, “help Marcel”? There was Marcel, 


more bedraggled than he perhaps needed to be — but, than he perhaps wanted to be? 
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Who knew. And Barry knew that Marcel wasn’t really a “pestwalker” — wasn’t tied 
down by the scene. Marcel had learned some tricks. Barry introduced himself, since Marcel had 
never seen him. And Marcel nodded. Come in, there’s teas. He was cordial and pleasant to talk 
with, a fellow of occasional erudition. “I was wiling the day away, before my night shift.” Barry 
knew Marcel worked a night shift teaching Spanish. And he knew, from Marcel’s 
correspondence, both personal and in publications, that it was at night school that he had met 
many rats. He learned some magical tricks with rats. It wasn’t who he was. It was a waypoint 
on the journey of Marcels’ life, a journey of wandering and romanticizing. Marcels’ journey. 
But it had left Marcel cold. He was not thrilled by his romanticizing. He wasn’t any more 
interested in social goings on than Barry. “It’s a way to pass the time,” Marcel said, “but people 
get wrapped up in it. I do think M. Jayhawk was traveling, likely to many of the places you guys 
are headed. If it’s about the N. Deerins strain, I hope you can find him. That’ll be sick, when 


you can get that really going.” 


Barry saw that Marcel meant it, and now he saw how truly different Marcel was from a 
normal pestwalker. The jealousy on Marcels’ face was open, totally unconcealed, nor was there 
an effort to inflate his own lifestyle. It was evident he had outgrown the pest scene. But what 
would he do now? He was listless. And he maintained the occult trappings, because he simply 
didn’t know where else to go. What would become of Marcel? He had outgrown his little 


world, and he had nowhere else to go. Barry could only think of how much they had in common. 


But the difference was — Barry had the trails. Barry had the woods. Barry had nature, 
and for a gentleperson, a scholar — for a human being, there could be no greater gift. Alchemy 
conferred some benefits, it was true, which a worldly nature might hunger after. But for Barry it 


was always just another angle through which to admire nature. Nature could outgrow you, but 
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you could never outgrow nature. What of Marcel? Did the rats give him any appreciation of 
nature? Barry doubted it. At one time it had seemed transgressive and new. Then, the stink of 
expectations and surroundings had crept in. Crabs in a bucket. Crabs in a bucket. Barry sipped 


his tea without relish. 


“This city is sinking into the water,” said Marcel. “It will be underwater. Then what will 


happen to the rats? I need to find a good place where there are rats, but it isn’t sinking.” 


He sipped his tea. Marcel was looking out the window. And it seemed that he would 
float away. It seemed that he would float, float away. “We are going across the country, and we 
won't be going past Neooiseaux again. I appreciate the viewing of this fine city.” Marcel said 
nothing. He looked at his tea, and he looked out the window. And it seemed that he would float 


away. 


The inn smelled. There was the buzz of jabber. Ultraflabby plebians sat in front of slot 
machines on all sides. What were their dreams? There was a dogface harlot in a purple onepiece 


with superpointy nipples blocking Barry’s way. 


“The Dawg Boys sez high,” she yelped. Then she melted into the background. 


The room was small, brown, not as dirty or smelly as most places in Neooiseaux. Barry was 
unaccountably exhausted. The group had agreed that the place to go was the Chromedome 
Arena, where they could book something for the weekend, in three days. Expenses shouldn’t be 


too taxed staying at the Kumquat. The men were enthusiastic enough. There were sights to see 
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and things to do. Nobody seemed too tempted by the gambling. Barry crossed his fingers. 
Addiction made for good actors. If too many succumbed for the group to continue, he was 


prepared to commandeer a speedmule and go it alone. 


Tomorrow evening, they would wrestle at a small venue. It had been arranged. A good 
chance to test the lower tiers of the group. Barry felt mildly nauseous from so many puddles. 


He lay down to sleep. 


In the darkness. Now, the hall was black as pitch. Black as pitch. The floor was wet. And there 


was dark clattering whenever he made a step. There was no light at the end. But he stepped. 


Soon the noises. At his footfalls. Came. More discordant. More drawnout. More 
grating. Barry felt his nerves writhe. Each step brought a long period of sound, during which it 


was impossible to move. 


And he looked up. Up and to the left. There were the eyes! Bright red and malevolent, 


cold and calculating. He closed his eyes. 


And lunged. 


Through a million miles of space. Through eternities. Through the same dark seas 
through which his memory of the mountain hike had traveled, but this time it was darker, and he 
was going sidewise, not up, with no sand or end in sight. He lunged. The quantities of 
emptiness created the sense of worlds by the sheer weight of their non-volume, the sheer volume 
of their non-weight. And then, the eyes. Fink ahoy! On a little red bug, spookily effulgent in 


the dark, like a stout praying mantis. 
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Barry groaned. The praying mantises are almost always assholes. 


“Whhhaaatt aarrrre yyyoooouuuhh dddooooooiiiinnnng hheeeeeeereeree.” 


“Why my good Sir Human,” the little fellow exclaimed, “that’s for me to know - - - wait 


pixie dust and twinkling into oblivion. 


Looked like this asshole wasn’t bucking any trends. Fink avast. Good thing I’m capable, 


thought Barry. And he drifted back through a bazillion fathoms of night. 


And came to a place he feared. Above was a sky impossibly full of bright twinkling stars, 
shining with purpurate effulgence. Below, nothing but the old one-armed-bandit — not an actual 
bandit, that is, but rather rows and rows of slot machines, infinite on all sides. But these bandits 
would make off with your heart, and they only needed one arm to do it. But they could have 


more if they wanted to. They could have as many arms as they chose. 


Barry saw the slot machines. And he witnessed with horror. His boys had been seduced. 
They were pouring the entire budget into the bandits! The symbols and colors rolled and 
blinked, with clacking and dinging and much-ado, and never did anyone score well. Not even 
once did any of the men manage to even break-even. But so enticing and kinetic was the fas- 
dingy action of those manycolored wonderslots, that it kept them putting and yanking with 
fanaticism. Then Barry noticed all his boys had dog faces. They were the same old T Town 
crew, but their faces had been dogicized by some mystery program. And without warning, he 


noticed an alarming new item of newsworthy momentousouousness. It was multimomentouous. 
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The boys were having sex with the slot machines. Now, remember — they’re slot 
machines. And they were going after it, I mean every one of them, there was no shame when 
they were making passionate love and sex. S/ot machines. Were having the lovemaking of their 
lives from T Town lonelyboys. And they had really nice slots. And that slot can be really useful 
when love needs to happen with optimum efficiency. Useful for lovemaking. T Town boys 
licked their circuits. But Barry was determined to be above this. He was a moral guy. Until he 
quickly betrayed that morality, maybe he shouldn’t have even brought it up, he really set himself 


up on that one. To them, we are the dildos. 


Because he’d just seen a lovely slot machine that was oiled and functional. It wore a 
gauzy purple tanktop and a chipper hairbun. He could see it was a sporty bandit, and he gave in 
right away. He was having sex with the unit and Marcel whispered into his ear, “You do really 
good, I think it’s nice how welly you have sex with that unit,” in a breathy voice. Then he 
started to take pictures. And Barry knew that there would be no money left, and that he’d 
betrayed his values and was a dumb dumbnut. However, he was willing to have more sex with 
the slot machine. Because he couldn’t think of anything else to do with his time. Oh baby. Oh 
sweet honey, oh mamamama. Who needs wrestling when highly functional devices fulfil your 


lonely needs all night long? Cold slots. Cold slots. Cold slots. 


Above, the purpurate stars twinkled malevolently. 


8. Of Rat Bastards and Men 


The T Town boys marched in formation down the Neooiseaux streets. It was drizzling-into- 


raining. The town was wet like a slug in the grey midday humidity haze. A crazed drunk flung 
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insults at no-one-and-everyone. A few intrepid shoppers selected rags and dirtylooking phials of 
seasonings. The puddles gathered strength. Turning a corner, they stopped for a briefest- 
moment, looking down the street. There it was, just two blocks farther — the massive 


Chromedome Arena. 


As they walked up to it, Barry in the lead, trailed closely by Tobias and Flunkey, and then 
all the rest in a big rabble, the market stalls thinned out. They came to an imposing gate. This 
was the main entrance. Down a massive concrete ramp, the crowds would swarm on opening 
night into the bowels of the complex. Now that it was closed, the dungeon darkness of below 
seemed perfectly suited to keeping crowds away. Above an enclave to the side was a sign that 
said “bookings.” Here, a man with lank black hair and a black moustache stood commanderly at 
a table covered with documents. “What time can my group book for opening night?” asked 


Barry. 


“Not happening.” 


“We're skilled wrestlers.” 


“T’ve never heard of you.” 


“T haven’t even told you where we’re from.” 


“Where are you from.” 


“We’re the T Town Boys, from the central regions.” 


“Absolutely out of the question. You have no reputation.” 


“Jazzy Jayhawk has wrestled people in this group.” 
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“Where’s Jazzy Jayhawk to back you up on that? This is the Chromedome Arena. We 
have strict standards to maintain. Our audience is used to seeing proven fighters and only proven 


fighters. Prove yourselves and consider coming back in a year or so.” 


“T know this is the wrong thing to say. But this is not the Great Arenas. Of-course your 
venue is top-of-its-class, but there’s no way that fighters as tough as us wouldn’t enhance your 


evening roster.” 


“Well you’re right, that is the wrong thing to say. And you don’t know anything about 
our evening roster. And I can assure you and anyone that asks that it’s going to be an excellent 


evening roster with proven fighters.” 


“We are proven fighters.” 


“T’ve absolutely never heard of you.” 


Barry walked a ways away from the booking area, motioned his boys to gather in a 
huddle. “This guy is not budging. With the fight setup being this insular, I like our chances at 
distinguishing ourselves. They probably don’t even get proper practice. And practice is the idea 
here. When we go in there, I don’t want you guys to hesitate throwing yourselves at stronger, 
more experienced fighters. This is all about getting the practice in. You let me worry about how 
we're getting in. I’ve got a way. Now let’s go back and get rested for the minor fight this 


evening. Break.” 


The T Town boys marched in formation down the Neooiseaux evening streets. They came to the 


front of the pub, “Raccoonerie.” “Let’s check out this action,” said Tobias with gusto. It was a 
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squat, dark facade lit sporadically by oily, sputtering light, with uproarious jazz sounds seeping 
out. On opening the creaking door, a blast of sound and stink snaked its way into the street. The 
light was scarcely better inside than out. In the center of a large dining floor covered with small 
circular tables, there stood a ratty old ring. Oily light emerged from small, cut-rate chandeliers 
dotting the low ceiling. In the great rooms’ comers, captive chumps plugged away at one- 


armed-bandits. Barry gulped. 


The challengers were greasy local boys. Flunkey sent one after the other of the T Town 
challengers into the ring. Few lost. These local boys were just desperate for drink money, it was 
clear. They were no fighters. The crowd rarely looked up from its meal. Finally, Tobias went 
out to fight the headliner — a dogfaced ultraflabby big man who had nothing going but weight. 
The crowd was drunker, noisier, and slightly more interested now that they were in what they 
obviously considered “the right mindstate to watch wrestling.” The big man got an early grip on 
Tobias and applied his weight, giving him a run for his money. But Tobias was able, with expert 
balance, to strafe out of the grip, causing his foe to practically collapse in exhaustion. From 
there it was just a matter of time. Tobias performed a clothesline, and it was a clean KO. He 
hadn’t even been able to practice his submission-holds. Meanwhile, Barry, Flunkey and some of 
the group elders sat together, enjoying fairly excellent cuisine. This was disappointing as 
practice, with utterly mediocre competition. But Barry could think of worse ways to spend an 


evening. When they left, it was pouring, and they all went to bed soaking wet. 


The next morning came as a grey rainy pall that made one feel more asleep than when 
one was unconscious. Everybody stayed in their rooms. Barry paced. It was late afternoon and 


no sign of letting up. By dinnertime, it had finally stopped. Barry went down. None of the 
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group was visible anywhere. A scant few sad chumps sat at slot machines in the corners. The 


receptionist wore the stoic serenity of slow business. Barry went out. 


The street was flooded. The other streets were flooded. Water that went up to the knees 
in the best places. It wouldn’t drain. Oily and brown, with horrid roaches darting about in it, it 
must have been a nightmare to the rat population. The evening lights were already on. Nebulae 
of detritus swirled about. Cosmos of trash flowed down the street languidly, like traveling 
islands from some liquidous dimension. Strangely, there was no odor. Barry walked to a dingy 


corner store, bought a loaf of bread and cheese. Then he made his soggy way to Marcels’. 


Marcel nibbled the bread. Tea was plentiful. Barry was more thankful for it than ever. Thunder 
rumbled gently in the distance. The lighting in Marcels’ little place was moody. Marcel looked 


slightly more refreshed than before — who could say why. 


“T like the plan. The rats have told me that it’s easy to get into the ‘Dome via the sewer. 
They’ ll be around for us. And I would be down to watch some wrestling.” He nibbled a piece of 
cheese. He enjoyed cheese, of that there was no doubt. But he hardly looked like a rat. More 
like a fellow who just happened to like his cheese. Without overwhelming enthusiasm for 
anything. Without commitment. Without remorse. Marcel was without, without, without. 


What was Marcel with? 


The two gentlemen sat for some time, in silent contemplation. Barry saw potential in 
Marcel. But potential was not what was important in this case. It wasn’t by-itself spiritual. 


“Marcel, thank you for the help. If you want to join us, and you don’t mind ending up in T Town 
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or wherever else you chose to stop, there’s room. You can more-than pull your own weight in a 


group of mainly-meatheads.” 


Marcel smiled. “Thanks. I'll consider it.” And it was clearer than ever that, though he 
had kept his old habits — out of habit — he was ready for a change of scenery. He looked out of 
the window. It was dark. The panes shined slightly with the almost-red reflection off the oily 
rainwater. A roach peaked through, scoping out the situation inside. It would doubtless make an 


attempt for some free food. A fresh pot of water was coming to a boil. Things were looking up. 


The secret was simple. The sewers were rife with blockages. That much was obvious. Huge 
piles of furniture, whole carts, all sorts of materials, not to mention bones of all type — human 
very much included — had been disposed of down there over the years, accumulating in key 
areas. The drains appeared to simply be clogged with normal debris. However, over the 
centuries, the deeper parts of the trash piles had undergone a process of calcification that made 
many of the cities’ sewer drains effectively watertight. Even as the streets flooded above, key 
areas of the sewer never saw more than a trickle. Beneath Cromedome Arena was one of the 
driest regions. The Neooiseaux drainage system was operating at something like ten-percent 
capacity relative to when it was first built, and there was nobody in the city to do anything to fix 


it. This was a city on the edge. 


The day of the match had brought little fresh rain, and the boys had looked around town, 
satisfying their touristy desires. Now, Marcel scouted out in front of the T Town group, which 
marched in formation, conspicuous as ever. Everyone minded their own business in Neooiseaux. 


There was certainly a police force, but they hadn’t been spotted the whole visit so far, nor had 
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any news about the gate incident been circulating among the populace — at least not within 
hearing. A number of harlots of all colorful types, dressed in scant yet theatrical attire with old- 
fashioned frills — clearly aiming at a tourist demographic — loitered in front of a dim backally. 
Seeing a hoard of muscular yokels marching toward them, they put on business demeanor. 
“Excuse me ladies and gents,” Marcel said, shuffling between them into the alley. The group 
soon followed, and the expressions of the harlots let on the peevishness of business promised and 
rescinded at the last moment, but they didn’t waste words of complaint — instead turning back to 


the still-soggy street. 


Marcel pointed to a manhole. “This should be it.” A boy grabbed it and lifted easily. 
Then Marcel was down into the depths with coolheaded speed, followed by Barry, Tobias, 
Flunkey, the elders, and the rabble of wrestleboys. It stank well enough. The incarnation of 
staleness busted out at them. Dark as night, the eyes adjusted with surprising rapidity. A fair- 
sized contingent of rats scurried in a loose unit in front of Marcel, chittering occasionally, 
seemingly in conference and deliberation as they moved forward. Marcel nodded in their 
direction occasionally. This ratwalking ability could be damn useful in the right hands, reflected 


Barry. Damn useful. The march began. 


Down the winding corridors they marched. The sounds of the street filtered through, as if 
from memories. At times, a massive pile of refuse would be visible down a corridor to one side, 
doubtless keeping back a flood of septic water that would be deadly if let loose. None dared 
look too closely at those piles. As the group wended towards the city center, the rodents their 
expert guides, the halls widened. The light became better, from what source none could tell. 

The spectral noises of the world above reverberated. It was a festive night. From an alley, fresh 


puke filtered down a wall from some unseen aperture. It wasn’t even eight pm. The atmosphere 
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was of the debauchery, not of victory and celebration, joie de vivre and Clean Living, but of a 
daily defeat and humiliation needing to be forgot, of morbidity and nihilating self-destruction, 
death-by-a-thousand-cuts. And yet there was a festive colour to it, that seemed a magic, tragic 
remainder, from a time long-past — a time when the city was just as wicked and more, capable of 
unspeakable acts of true brutality, but before the culture had begun to degenerate, before the 
Devil had come to take his due, a time when clean things were still allowed to exist in the midst 
of all that chaos. And in the fall, those clean things had been dirtied, and had extracted their 
dirty revenge. All this reverberated through the grates above like ten thousand years calling out 


on aH.A.M. radio. And it dripped. It dripped. 


They were near to the Chromedome Arena sewer access. Everyone could feel it. What 
evil magic had sloughed down this corridor in the past ten thousand years? How many would-be 
warriors of legend had passed as carcasses, taken too soon, too soon, on the way to the Great 
Delta Bayou that connected with the illimitable sea? But now, what little flowed down these 
corridors, less wet than an average street above in a strong rain, was unlikely to ever make it that 
far. The corridor inclined slightly upwards. And then there was light. And from nowhere, they 


saw it. 


The strange grey figure was nearly as wide as it was tall, but with long, rangy, muscular 
limbs, not a trace of fat anywhere. It stooped forward slightly under the weight of its own back 
muscles. Grey limbs ended in dexterous grey hands clutching jagged daggers the size of 
shortswords. Lanky but muscular grey legs bent dexterously at the knees, like a spring coiled for 
action. And atop a straining grey neck, a massive, pointy-fanged, snarling grey rat face. Not just 
like a rat — it was literally a rathead. The eyes burned baleful crimson, the nostril tip dripped 


grey slime. 
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It pointed with a dagger. At its feet, a horde of giant rats, with fangs sharp as its own, 
scampered and cavorted. “Get these cucks! I want ya ta rip them inta streamers!” The giant rats 
lunged forward — then abruptly changed course for Marcel. He was pulling out a variety of 
cheeses. The giant rats joined their smaller brethren and began to nibble, with Marcel looking on 
benevolently. “Raagh. Useless cuck soyboys.” The giant manrat punched a dagger downward 
at the air in disgust and thwarted ambition. He turned to the group. Already, Barry, Tobias and 


Flunkey had pulled metal baseball bats out from behind their backs. 


“Look,” Barry said reasonably to the manrat. “If you come at us with those deadly 
weapons, we’re really gonna have to kick your ass. I can’t guarantee that you won’t end up 
seriously injured.” The manrat lunged. Tobias swung his metal bat downward and struck the big 
grey left hand with perfect timing, knocking brutally against hard bones and sending the weapon 
clattering to the wet ground. Flunkey swung with speed, hitting the other arm’s wrist 
resoundingly, sending a painful shiver throughout the arm and loosening the grip on the dagger, 
which flopped out. In the next second, the ratmans’ momentum brought his face into easy range 
of Barry. Simultaneously, Barry had been winding up for a downward swing. His back muscles 
assumed the proper form. He let the bat gather momentum. And there was an electric 
thrumming in the air, as if all the air in the corridor, as if gravity itself, were briefly pulled 
around the vortex created by the massive momentum that metal baseball bat picked up in a single 
second, traveling a few feet. Briefly, the metal bat seemed to glow blue from the energy, and the 
thrum canceled out all other sound, bringing everything into its thrumming world of momentum 


and anticipation, a metaphysical place. 


Then, just when everyone was looking away, there was a massive sweeerrrvveeeeeeee. 


Pulling up sharply on his arms at the last minute, Barry gave the manrat a fap on the nose-end of 
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his snout with the bat, slamming him jawfirst into the nasty shallow sewer water, sending out a 
wide splish. It was plain that it would have been a lethal blow, if not for the pulling-of-the- 
punch. The manrat’s butt was still in the air as, barely clinging to consciousness, he took his 
injured hands and propped himself up painfully. Barry looked admiringly on his struggles, and 


felt a twinge of compassion. But at no instant did he slacken his guard. 


“T don’t know what they’re paying you. But if I’m any judge, these employers are for 
chumps. Now, take your rat gang, go off somewhere where it’s not worth their while to follow 
you, and don’t ever bother honest citizens. Not that we’re honest citizens, or that there are very 


many around here, but you get the gist of what I’m saying.” 


The manrat nodded. He put his wrecked fingers into his broken mouth and made a 
forlorn airy noise not totally unlike a whistle. The rats, annoyed to have their cheese tasting 
interrupted, came begrudgingly. “Hey,” Marcel called after the group as it was leaving. The 
manrat turned with a frown. Marcel threw the nice cheeses to him, one at a time. He transferred 
them to his lieutenants, who shared them about dutifully as they scampered. “Thanks,” the 
manrat said with a smile. “I won’t forget you guys.” Then he and his posse were subsumed by 


the corridors’ eternal grey twilight. 


9. Squirrel Nut Trippers 


Barry and Marcel peaked their heads out of the hatch. It was evident nobody was guarding the 
sewer room in the arena, with the capable manrat thought-to-be down below. They snuck out. 
The sewer room was small and dark, in a back hall. Light filtered in from not-at-all-far-away, 


and cheering and shouting reverberated. They peeked down the hall and saw wrestlers milling 
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about. Marcel motioned to the rest to come up. “Okay,” Barry said to the foremost. ““We’re 
going to go out there and act natural, because we have nothing to hide. We’re here legitimately. 


Got it? Let’s go mingle.” 


The group marched, with exaggerated casualness, out to where the wrestlers were. The 
glare of the lights was blinding. After the sewer, there was no hiding it — everyone in the T 
Town group was totally blinded, their eyes burning. “Where did you guys come from?” a rather 
small guy in a luchador mask asked. “Oh, we just got here late,” said Tobias, smiling winningly. 
“We’re the T Town boys.” “I never heard of that,” the luchadoroid shrugged. As their eyes 
adjusted, the group saw a massive ring. Inside, two groups of wrestlers — a group of five dogface 
guys in black tights, and a group of five smallish luchadoroids - were in all-out war. Rabid 
wrestling fans, most of them ultraflabby and some almost pure flopping flabstuff, packed the 
stadium form stem-to-stern. Above, the chrome dome of Chromedome Arena shone metallic. 
There were many wrestlers in this waiting area to the side. If the T Town boys could distinguish 
themselves, the embarrassment their breaking in would cause would simply be too great for 
stadium security to let on, and they could escape from the arena scot-free with the prize money. 


If not, they would be booted out in ignominy. It was time to be strategic. 


Barry glanced at the wrestlers. Absolutely every one of them was looking right at him. 
He waved. “Sorry to barge in, running late.” Most continued to stare. Alright. He would just 
examine them while they were examining him. Why not? Then he saw them. A tag team. One 


was Phil, leader of the Dawg Boys. 


The other was Gaspordu. 
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Who was Gaspordu? How did he know this guys’ name? He knew it. But Gaspordu had 
been changed by... Ahhh... Been changed. He had an eyepatch, and his head and eyebrows 


were shaved. There was a pallor about him. 


Barry turned to look at Flunkey. Was it just him, or was there something of a 


resemblance? 


“Who’s next?” The guy from the booking desk was going around with a blackboard. 
“T’ve got five guys right here,” said Barry, pointing to five T Town boys at random. “Good,” the 
booker said. “Get on in there with the Gatortribers.” It was plain he didn’t recognize them, just 


as Barry had suspected. 


Next, it was a chaotic freeforall of wrestling wars between groups from all around. 
Groups were thrown into the ring haphazardly. Many were eliminated almost instantly. A 
number of T Town boys stuck it out in these crazy groupings for a good while. The three most 
experienced almost made it to the end. But not quite. The T Town team needed more polishing, 


more experience. Barry didn’t even attempt to keep track of all the results of these crazy bouts. 


“Tag team time. Where are my tag teams?” 


Barry and Tobias stepped enthusiastically forward. So did Phil and Gaspordu. 


“Any others?” Nobody else came forward. “This is a one thousand cred cash prize.” He 
looked around. “Are there really no other tag teams in this tournament?” Still no response. 
“Alright. I have the Dawg Devastation and... I don’t see you on here...” “T Town Dynamic 
Duo,” Barry prompted. The booker flipped his prop paper around. “Ah. Dawg Devastation and 


T Town Dynamic Duo. Okay, go. You’re in that corner.” 
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When they were in their corner of the ring, Barry and Tobias huddled. “These guys look 
structurally sound,” said Tobias, “and they might have good cornering.” “I agree,” said Barry. 
“What do you think of fulcrum sixteen?” “I was about to say the same.” They splurted water on 
themselves from bottles, quickly rubbed each others’ backs, stretched their arms up to the sky. 


“Okay,” said Tobias. “This should be intense. But I’m ready.” 


The ref motioned to the two groups. They stepped into the ring. Immediately, Phil 
jumped up onto his corners’ post. Gaspordu flew up, his feet landing on Phils’ waiting palms. 
Then Phil sent Gaspordu flying at Barry - seeming to hang in the air like a bloodthirsty bat. 
Barry dodge rolled. Phil came down, clearly intent on cornering Barry. Barry made an eye 
motion to Tobias. Then he grabbed the ropes and began scurrying along them at turbo speed, 
like a giant squirrel. Gaspordu lunged, nearly grabbed him. But he got to the corner where 
Tobias was waiting — standing on his head. Barry leapt nimble off the ropes and grabbed Tobias’ 
shins like he was grabbing a weapon. Then he ran out, let Tobias have some slack, ran around a 
little and got some momentum. Tobias followed like a human flag, and they both stayed just out 
of reach of the Dawg Devastation. But the circle was closing. Barry would have to put parts 


twelve through sixteen into effect — and he’d have to do it now. 


Coming to a stop, he began to just spin and spin Tobias in a circle around him. Dawg 
Devastation was conferring on what they should do. Without losing spinning speed, Barry now 
slowly started to come towards them. And Gaspordu took the bait. He jumped at Tobias, 
grabbing him. Now Gaspordu was stuck in the spin. Phil bounced off the net and charged Barry 
with breathtaking speed. He would make it between the rotations, which had been slowed 


slightly by the added weight, and knock Barry down heavily. 


Barry jumped. 
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He flew into the air like a beautiful swan. A goose of grace. A swan of shine. He 
ascended towards the heavens like a hairy archangel. His arm was the only thing to mar the 
grace. Because its veins were popping out with the effort of dragging two strong men through 
the air one-handed. Tobias hung from his grip like a massive baton, his shin aching fearsomely 
from the tightness of the hold. And on Tobias, clung Gaspordu, like a giant pale tick. At the 


apex of the leap, Barry brought his other arm over. And he focused. 


He focused. And he focused. He focused. He focused. He focused. He focused. He 
focused. He focused. He focused. He focused. And he focused. He focused. And he focused. 
He focused. He focused. He focused. He focused. He focused. He focused. He focused. He 


focused. And he focused. 


Barry brought his arm down. 


Tobias felt wonderous relief, because no matter how much the impending impact hurt, he 
knew that his shin would soon be free. He transferred that energy to the task of getting Gaspordu 
turned so that he hit Phil. He shuffled the off-guard Gaspordu around, until he had a grip on the 
guys’ shin. And now he wielded Gaspordu. And Phil was coming nearer, hardly having 
processed what was about to happen to him. And Barry looked down, and he knew that once 
Gaspordu made contact, he would no longer be Gaspordu, that he would just be some dogface 


boy. 


Three hundred years ago. It was the sinful streets of Neooiseaux. The drainage was better, and 
if-anything there were more crows. And the patriarchal ancestor of both Gaspordu and the first 


dogface was cavorting in the streets with the flabbiest harlot of that era. She would give birth to 
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twins soon. But the existence of Gaspordu was putting the universe out-of-sorts, and even his 
ancestor seemed to have hardly existed. The dogface people, on the other hand, definitely 


existed. They were calling to Barry. Don’t disappoint us. 


And Barry called back. Don’t disappoint all of us. Barry called them, and said don’t you 


dare disappoint us. 


It was a balmy summer night. 


The venerable ancestor of Gaspordu and all dogface people waltzed into the flabby 
harlots’ luxurious chambers. And they made sensuous love. After the old man planted his seed, 
he had a fatal heart attack. The flabby mother-strumpet took his belongings. She put his clothes 
in a chest. Impassive, she opened a trapdoor to a chute she had for just this purpose. Down into 
the sewer went the body. Nobody would remember. The harlot could never explain to herself 
why she didn’t have the old boy wear protection, why she’d happily seen it through to the end — 
as if she was planning on getting pregnant, when nothing could be farther from the truth. But 
right now she was doing her face up with powder, not even thinking about what had just 
happened. And at the front entrance to the bordello, the double doors burst open, revealing the 
stout little red praying-mantisman. “Hello, anyone in? Uncle Seezeeack here! How much 


money does it take to get some erotic depravity in this joint?” 


The vision ended. Barry was swinging Tobias with both hands. Tobias was swinging Gaspordu 
with both hands. And Gaspordu was flailing about, not knowing what hit him. And Phil was 
barreling towards Gaspordu with unstoppable momentum. Then, contact. The two Dawg 


Devastations smacked facefirst into one another. The rest of the body followed. Total 
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smackage. Tobias tucked and rolled in the nick of time. Barry landed on his feet in a crouching 
position. And Dawg Devastation, now truly combined on account of being smacked together at 
a hundred miles an hour like two clay toy-men, toppled onto the ground. The crowd made 


seemingly random noises as they tried to piece together the events of the last half-minute. 


The ref came over and kneeled by the dropped Dawgs. “One........ Two........ 
TCC a aeivencee FOUD .25¢000 Pivensantitutcns SM astesiceeeeas Ne Vell taiietnereatna 
PAG G cyan gacageySerearsaseasetvee ses 
INMG as ei sa ens tee Ghd pu has ee Syidaaisee me baat ey eta ee Ten! And the winner 


“Hold it!!” It was the booker. “Squirrel!’”’ Barry turned. A giant squirrel, about the size 
of Barry but of normal squirrel appearance in all other respects, sat in the opposite corner, baring 
its buck teeth in a sneer. “Go!” It hopped up and rushed over with arms outstretched, 
immediately forcing Barry to come to grips. Its strength was impressive. The foes stood in a 
deadlock. Suddenly, the squirrel jumped back and ran backwards, bouncing its back against the 
ropes. It bounced off and rushed forward with arm held to the side, in a clothesline attack. It 
was fast but transparent. Barry dodge rolled to the side and forward, giving himself more space 
between the still running squirrel. Then, he got a running start and lunged feet first through the 


air. 


The spectators, still bewildered by what they had seen a moment ago, marveled. Barry 
was lightweight by wrestling standards. Yet the perfect form of this dropkick gave it a sense of 
weight greater than the sum of its ounces. It was the “Bruce Lee effect” - watching a combat 
maneuver that had been shown by other experts a thousand times before, and would be shown a 


thousand times hence, but that was thus all-the-more impressive by the fact that it was 
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impressive. During the outlandish tag team antics, the crowd had hardly been able to process 
what they were seeing. Barry sailed on wings of gravity. As his feet struck the giant squirrels’ 
back with a resounding thud, everything began to come home. The fans got unsteadily to their 
feet. The squirrel flew as if hit by a battering ram. Slamming sideways into the ropes, it briefly 
got tangled there, before flopping out the other side — smack onto the floor outside the ring. The 
noise intensified, the enthusiasm that-much-greater, because rather than the normal thrill of 
expressly cheering for a star hero they well-knew, the audience was experiencing the prized 


novelty of something they didn’t know. 


Barry glanced over. The ref was just outside the ring, arguing with the booker. He 
lipread the booker saying something about “last ditch.” The ref turned away impatiently, 
addressed the audience. “The Grey Ratter!” In the other corner, the manrat from the sewer 
stood with a bandage, evidently made yellow and ragged to give it a more “edgy” appearance, on 
his nose. Both his hands and wrists were bandaged and gloved in a way that made it appear to 
the ignorant like some kind of fashion-decision. Barry couldn’t believe that they would send 
someone out in this condition. Tobias was sitting with the T Town team, waiting patiently for 
the stars of dizziness to stop dancing in front of his eyes. Immediately on seeing Barry, the 


manrat turned to the ref — “Forfeit.” 


“What?” 


“T forfeit the match.” Manrat was matter-of-fact. How was this tournament set up? 
Evidently there had been great plans for that giant squirrel, and the management was not 
enthused about giving away prize money to unknowns. The booker was cursing the manrat. 
“You're through!” The manrat held up his hand palm-first. “Fine!” He had figured out a 


perfect way to get out of there. Barry smiled. 
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The T Town boys were sprinting back down the sewer tunnels with their thousand creds. “That 
was the worst organized event I’ve ever seen,” said Tobias. “It’s a challenge to set up good 
events. As soon as I saw that booker, I knew he wasn’t up to it. ‘Chaos’ is great, when it’s 
organized chaos that keeps the audience guessing. But there has to be an underlying 


architecture.” 


“Yeah, but you also need good performers,” said Marcel. “I mean I’m not big on 
wrestling, but those Dawg Devastation guys were the only other good wrestlers. That squirrel 


was just a gimmick.” 


“We haven’t even begun to wrestle,” said Barry. “Our boys should have distinguished 


themselves more. We need more practice.” 


“Wrestling,” reflected Marcel, “is a lot of sweaty dudes. It’s a big sausage fest. And you 
see a lot of gimmicks and tournaments that are organized in ways that make no sense. Wrestling 


is kinda weird. But maybe I’m okay with that. Is there still a place in the group?” 


“After the former leader’s death, there’s a spot for you in the head carriage. We leave 


through the western gate tomorrow-“ 


It truly came out of nowhere. A largebreasted female giant squirrel, twice the size of 
Barry. It grabbed him. And it flung him to the side, over a giant pile of trash, with more 
strength than he’d ever felt. It tossed him like a bale of hay. He was glad, in that instant, that he 
wasn’t carrying any of the creds. They would have been lost to the group. He sailed over the 
pile which had the aura of doom about it, dropped, was caught up in the putrid current. Where 


had the great squirrel come from? Was it the mother of the squirrel he had bested? Its plus-size 
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lover? A roving squirrel unconnected with the other? What was up with those big honkin’ 
squirrel-bazongas? He’d never seen anything like it. Floating helplessly on his back, he grabbed 
a chunk of calcified trash for buoyancy. Soon he lost his sense of direction, spiraling hither and 


yon, through untold corridors of nether night. 


One hundred years after the first dogface was conceived. Now the tribe of dogfaces had spread 
throughout the Southwestern United States. They lived in dirty apartment-buildings in dusty 
little towns, selling and consuming peyote-buds and marijuana-leaves. These were the Dawgs. 
Their world was made /oco through inebriation. And their first leader was a dogfaced woman of 


ultrasagaciousness. A woman named Morgo. 


The Dawgs wrestled. They fought. They did the cool drugs. And they gathered power, 
always underground, always gathering, growing in strength. Because Dawgs hate the 


establishment. They hate conformity. Dawgs know what they hate. 


But what do Dawgs love? 


They loved alchemy. But at that time, none of them were very good at it. But Morgo had 


a power of precognition. It was part of what had made her their leader. 


Seezeeack knocked on the door of the Grand Royal Apartment. Morgo answered — “Do 


you got the weed brownies to give me as an offering?” 


Seezeeack nodded. “And I got more than that. Let’s watch some daytime television. I 


think you’ll find my plans... delicious...” 
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Finks everywhere. As Barry floated through the night, visions aswarm his brain, it was 
all starting to add up. This plot was about much more than wrestling. It was about the spiritual 


destiny of a people. Of many people. 


He shivered in the damp night. And he kept floating. 


10. Let the Strange Tides Roll 


And he floated. 


Four am on the bayou. A gentle breeze. The islands that dot the waters are like mini 
jungles. I wish you could see the colors change on the water. I wish you could be here. Be here 
now. See the colors change, gently changing. Such deep rich tones, you couldn’t dream of. 
And the dark dignified silhouettes of the palms covered in vines, going by on either side. And 
the sounds of the birds. The birds. Out on the bayou. They submit their frantic salutations to 


the dawn. Down those twilight halls of water, Dawn strides to its coronation. 


The waters swept Barry languidly along. And it seemed that he would flow forever, there 
in the savage tranquility of that place. He saw shores with ferns, plantain trees, rushes, cypress, 
flowers of subtropical splendor, and then like a dream, like they had simply disappeared, he saw 
only water, water of a deep electric color that was deep beyond dreams, savage and tranquil 
beyond dreams. He was wet, very wet. And he saw the trees, the palm, the cypress, the 
plantains, the vines, he saw them tower up in state. They were greeting their lord Dawn, who 
comes every morning, for eternity. The landscape was eternal in a special sense, not in that it 
never changed — it changed often — but in that it was Eternal. These islands and flows were 


eternal representatives of the Dawn Empire. An empire that spanned eternity. Barry was agog to 
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have the honor of paying witness to its renewed coronation ceremony. Did the papers know yet? 


Someone alert the press. 


He floated. The birds were flying, they were swooping, they paid no more notice of 
Barry than if he was an old food wrapper from the city. The city must be fairly far behind now. 
Barry had gotten some kind of a current. He adjusted his grip on his lifegiving chunk of buoyant 
calcified trash. A gator sunned itself on a nearby island. Gators, those longlived creatures, 
children of the bayou. The water flowed, it flowed, and somehow Barry didn’t get tired of 
holding the buoy. It was like grabbing the sheets when you slept. But this was no cozy sleep. 
Barry should have been more than uncomfortable. But he felt he was engaged in an important 


pursuit. He was floating. He needed to see this “floating” to the end. 


But if the end, if the flow, went out to sea eventually, that would not be so good. Yet he 
didn’t think so. The city wasn’t far from the sea, but he was seeing many islands — he seemed to 
be going further into the bayou. And he didn’t see much of an alternative. He wasn’t planning 
on living the rest of his life on one of these islands. If the flow changed course and went out to 
sea, it would be hard to determine when. If the islands stopped, he guessed he’d know then. It 
would be a horrible end. But would it help, even then, to fight against the current? Or would it 
just tire him out? This current seemed strong enough, though meandering. He wasn’t sure how 


easy it would be to even get to a nearby island. 


As if in response to his thoughts, he suddenly rammed into a sandbank. He climbed up to 
a sitting position, still clutching his calcified trash lightly. It was a lovely little spot, with small 
bright wildflowers and ferns of all sorts. And it was a fairly wide island, perhaps indicating that 
the flow had only brought him closer to land? His flow-addled brain couldn’t reason for too long 


at-a-time. He was wetter than he had ever thought possible. Tired? He was tired, yes, you could 
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say that. It was fair to say so. He snorted, the diseased air of the city displaced by the healthy air 
of morning, the transfer leaving his sinuses feeling raw. A warm bath was like a farflung 
fantasy, too lavish to dare entertaining. Knowing where one was, was a luxury, in this world 
he’d been flung into. None of these things was a preoccupation to him. Because they belonged 
to a different world. Here, he was solely occupied with continuing his travels. Forward. All 


else was a momentary apparition of the mind. 


A short way down the shore, a gigantic crane looked out over the water. It was poised on 
its slender legs with the effortless grace only a crane can have. Behind it, a gator crept up, 


eyeing the biggest meal it had ever seen. Suddenly, the gator began its charge. 


And without breaking complete calm, the crane turned and, from under its oversized 
wingspan, pulled out two of the biggest, most overmuscled arms Barry had ever seen. They 
were pure white, with powerful hardedged fists the size of Barry’s head. The gator stopped, then 


ran in the opposite direction. 


And the crane turned its attention to Barry. 


Barry pulled himself up with a groan. “Listen, you stupid son of a bitch,” he said as the 
bird sauntered coolly his way. “I have no desire to fight you. But ’m ona mission. And I’m 
not letting you, or anybody else, delay me any longer. So you wanna show me what a bayou 
crane is made of at five in the morning? Fine. You’re about to find out that decisions have 


consequences.” Barry cracked his knuckles. “It’s geaux time.” 


Teezeeack spoke to Morgo over flat generic-brand beers. “I come from a different place. But 


it’s not in our interest to share our background information. Suffice to say — and I’m not telling 
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you anything you couldn’t figure out with a little effort — we love puzzles and games. And we 
love it when there’s stakes. We love games, but not for the reasons you might think. If you win 
a game fair and square, with exceptional skill, you just demonstrated that you spent way too 
much time on a game. That’s it. We love it when skill breaks itself down from the inside. We 
love ‘beginners-luck.’ We love it when people build up lazy assumptions about a game they 
format their identity around, and those assumptions shortcircuit their ability to deal with 
significant new challenges. What we love is chaos forged from out of order, because it’s the 
most chaotic kind. We’re ‘assholes’, in your language. And you’re going to have a descendant 


that can do all that with an incredibly fixed game. How can you game the system in wrestling?” 


“T dunno,” Morgo said. 


“You can’t do it by any normal means. Wrestlers have all different skill levels, but the 
ability to get through the door is dependent on weight. If you don’t weigh much, it’s not an 
option. Boxing has welterweight. You think anybody cares about welterweight wrestling? Get 


real. But there’s always a way to game the system.” 


“And that is?” 


“The details are complicated. The thing I'll tell you today, though, is that to do 


something like this, your descendant has to be a scholar. To a scholar, anything is possible.” 


“How can you know this?” 


“My good woman. It may seem like I’m pulling this out of my ass. But we know about 


scholars. You have to know about scholars in our game. Or else they’ll know about you.” 
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The left hook connected with Barry’s face, crunching bone. He backed up. The crane floated. 
He thought back. He thought. Nothing. There was no strategy to deal with an opponent this 


light and nimble, that packed this much of a wallop. 


A scholar can do anything. 


His ears sang. In the name of all that is holy! Order of the Mystical Scholars of 
Knighthood, send your blessings! Finklin, give me your agility, your stamina! And it struck 
Barry, just as he was struck in the gut by a right hook. He was thinking in terms of factors, 
factors that were limiting his strategic possibilities and making his movements predictable. It 
was time to throw a spanner in the works. He narrowly avoided an uppercut that might have 


finished him. And he jumped. 


It seemed an absurd idea. The crane would have complete aerial superiority. But Barry 
jumped, and he grabbed a plantain. And he squeezed the plantain in just the right way, so that 
the meat of it pooped out and flew through the air. It splatted into the crane’s eyes. In that 
crucial second, Barry let loose a gravity-defying downward-sloping dropkick. Feathers flew. 
The bird slammed into the ground in a white-hot motion blur. Sand flew in all directions. The 


creature lay in a smoking impact crater, heavy arms limp at its sides. 


Barry walked over, exhausted, to where he’d left his calcified trash. He waded back into 


the water. And he kept floating. 


“You want me to curse my descendant with the life of a warrior?” 


“He will elevate the lineage.” 


104 


“How can I trust you.” 


“You can’t. But why do I need to tell you anything? It’s not like I need your permission. 


I just wanted to get your take on it.” 


“But you do want something from me. You want me to encourage him.” 


“Yeah, but he’ll be a warrior whether you do or not.” 


“So what’s your point in being here.” 


“Ask yourself this, dear woman — what’s my point in doing anything?” 


Barry floated. 


11. Something in the Air 


The land became greyer. The trees became scraggly. Barry walked along the shore. He finished 
eating the last of the crab, threw the shell away. He preferred eating vegetarian. But here, now, 


that meant starvation. So he finished the crab, he ate the whole crab, he kept walking. 


He stank. He was incredibly sandy all-over. His beard was already bounteous. It itched 
like the devil. The shore was covered with grey dunes that went and went and went. He had 
some idea that those dunes would take him towards the southwest. So he turned from the ocean, 


and began walking through the dunes. 


And stopped. 
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As he crested a particularly high dune, he saw something from the corner of his eye. 
Something to the south, still far away. He squinted. The sandhaze seemed heavier around here. 
But he couldn’t be mistaken. Out by the sea, the spectral outlines of a boardwalk lay themselves 
against oceanic grey eternity. An oblong ghost at the very extremity, on the doorstep of 
nothingness, must represent a ferriswheel. This was something not to be passed up. Out here, 
in-the-midst-of nowhere, he might find a link to a road by which to navigate. If Fortuna, that 
unspeakable abomination, crawling chaos at the center of the universe, was munificent, he might 
find a mode of transportation. But more even than these, the prospect of an amusement area 
brought the prospect of opportunity to make some creds. He was penniless. He could discover 
the cheapest hotel and it would do him no good — indentured servitude for passing travelers at 
such places was something that only happened in fiction, usually cheap genre fiction, which 
Barry despised as ungentlemanly and often racist, sexist and anti-LGBTQIA+. But even if some 
such a thing was possible, Barry didn’t have that time to waste — it actually made more sense to 
continue on foot! Finding a paying wrestling venue was his best bet for procuring some legal- 
tender. Here along the coast, he doubted they would even have word of the T Town caravan, a 
group of nobodies to the rest of the world, who’d probably never come within fifty miles of 
whatever hazy burg this was. But if it was even connected in some way to a more happening 
hub, it was entirely possible he could get word on Jazzy Jayhawks’ activities — though he hated 
to think of meeting the man himself without an N. Deerins sample handy. There were things that 


he had to show M. Dr. Jayhawk, that he couldn’t just tell. 


His brain revived, jolted back into action, Barry strode along the beach towards the 
boardwalk in the dirty grey mists. Deep in thought, he passed a large wooden sign. It read 


“CITY LIMITS — GALVANITE”. 
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A few figures - ghostly from a distance, more and more alive as they drew nearer - strolled about 
in the plain late-afternoon light. The planks underfoot, though not so rotten as to appear 
dangerous, nonetheless showed their wear. The attractions had an outdated, poorly-cared-for 
appearance that was not the result of a calculated attempt to convey quaintness. This boardwalk 
had seen better days. Standing conspicuous at the entrance, Barry scanned. Though well past its 
prime, it clearly had a loyal following. An amusement destination fully on the way out should 
see almost nobody at this off-time, in a haze that made sea viewing less than ideal for the typical 
mind. Though the gathering was modest, it was visible, and not without a degree of enthusiasm. 
Something kept people here, for now at least, some memory or sentimental nostalgia. And 
something kept people manning the booths — there was always someone for that. It was the 


blessing and the curse. The blessing and the curse. 


Barry strolled. There were a few midwaytype stalls, like the shooting-gallery and the 
thing-where-you-hit-the-big-button-with-the-hammer. He walked, scanning for anything that 
looked like a fighting-ring. A cluster of people were gathered towards the south side. It seemed 
that whatever was in the small ring over there was a larger attraction, at this time of day, than 
almost anything else. He sauntered over. One of the combatants was a potbellied fellow in a 
generic wrestler mask and black shorts, who demonstrated by-the-book whitebread technique. A 


competent slot filler. The other... Barry could hardly believe his eyes. 


The bronzed-brown-into-reddish skin in that little yellow speedo was more than just 
muscle. It was a work of supreme art. A lithe waste sashayed to-and-fro across the arena with 
confidence and grace, legs stepping like a muscular gazelle. Firm thighs dared you to look 


closer. Powerfully compact, lean abs twisted about with delicacy. His movements were 
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unmistakable, unmistakably exquisite. The barrel chest exuded “MANLY” in an aura like big 
bright neon letters, so strong, so lean — it was impossible. And the arms. Well. It was a class 
act. Those arms were suitable for wrestling any foe. Big, lean, graceful, they were like a perfect 
summation of the whole package rolled into one. Seeing him move was always breathtaking. 
But what was most surprising was the head. Instead of the square jaw one might expect, the real 
head — not a mask — but the actual head of a dachshund sat, with snout resting comfortably, on 
the chest, turned slyly to one side, pointed bravely at the foe. His ears flopped adorably, just 
adorably. Big black soulful eyes sized you up, while the wet snout was using advanced smell- 
techniques to get a better profile of the opponent than any normal fighter could. And atop the 


head, jaunty, his signature — a floppy lemon-yellow beach-hat. Perfect fashion. 


This was the legendary wrestler, Drip Dry Eyes. 


What was he doing here? Barry hadn’t followed wrestling very closely before meeting 
up with Tobias that fateful day and talking of M. Dr. Jayhawk. But you’d have to have been 
living under a rock, to not have heard of Drip Dry Eyes. One of the icons of the industry, his 
projects in film and advertising were camp staples. Barry knew the warrior wasn’t supposed to 
be in his prime. But to be performing in a twobit place like this, with fodder fighters... he could 


hardly stand it. 


The filler guy was trying-to-try, putting on his best textbook moves, but with the lack of 
enthusiasm of the consciously outmatched. Drip Dry was politely allowing his opponent to have 
his time, without relish, without passion for the demonstration for the art. A sense of obligation. 
Finally, when he judged his dance partner was flagging, he brought him down with an 
anticlimactically perfect clothesline. The audience clapped, delighted to get such an unasked-for 


demonstration on a lazy Sunday at the boardwalk, tickled to see “the guy who did those old dog 
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treat commercials.” Nobody had the disrespect to say anything within earshot like “Snap into a 
buddy biscuit!” or any of his other old mottos, and while a couple of old fans went up for 


autographs, everyone gave Drip Dry a respectful amount of breathing room. 


Barry marched right up to him. 


“Mr. Eyes. I don’t mean to bother you, but I’m a wrestler with the T Town posse. We’re 
a minor group. You haven’t heard any word on them, have you? I got separated from the group 


in an accident. Word on Jazzy Jayhawk would also be helpful.” 


“What was your name?” Drip Dry licked his snout. 


“T apologize. Barry. Barry of T Town. Any help would be beyond-appreciated. I also 


could use leads on where to perform for money, but I realize in a joint like this...” 


“Oh? You wanna fight?” Drip Dry sniffed. “I smell promise. Come back in two hours. 


The next show starts. I’d love to see what you’re made of, kid.” 


“Just two hours? It would be an honor.” 


“Then I'll see you then. We can talk afterwards.” 


The smell of corndogs made Barry’s mouth water so much that he had to walk well away from 
the boardwalk while waiting. He scanned about for mussels that might’ve washed up. But soon 
he forgot his hunger (that crab had been pretty good after all, he was fortunate to have anything 
in this situation) and looked out into the grey mists. The indefinite seascape was like a pure 


reflection of his mind. As above, so below — and as without, so within. This was not as definite 
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a rule as novices might think. It was handy nonetheless. He looked. Barry, he thought. Barry 


yourself in mists. And he did so. 


What was he looking for? A fellow scholar to compare notes with? He couldn’t wait for 
that. But he felt that perhaps there was something, something deep, deep down, that had been 
tugging at him. “Get a change of scenery.” What a petty phrase. Is this what the world, the 
cosmos, the infinite mansions of perception could be broken down into, simply a variety of 
different “scenery”? All the world, bestaged. And then the performer took a final bow, and 
perhaps they would do a repeat performance tomorrow night. Or perhaps their career would 
level up, the next performance being a more lead role. But in the end, it was always a one- 
person play. And eventually, they would reach a point where they could end their illustrious 
career, go into retirement. Then what? Retirement sounded boring to the youthful. But Barry 
was hardly youthful. Youth had come and gone, like a phantom in the night. And now he was 
looking into the grey haze like a guy in a commercial for a smooth jazz compilation, and he was 
feeling more connection to the legendary Drip Dry Eyes by-the-minute, even though he knew 
next to nothing about the guy, even though he, Barry, was no legend. Never had been. He was 
just a normal T Town guy who liked to go on walks, and did a little alchemy on the side. An 
amateur even in alchemy. But a skilled amateur, he knew. And pretty darn good in mycology. 


He peered into the haze. Did Drip Dry Eyes wish for such a life of humble anonymity? 


The boardwalks’ ornate little clock tower tolled a quarter-to. It was time to head up 
there. Time to see what the legendary warrior had in store, and perhaps, if luck be a lady, cipher 
what had got into him to make his career stall this much, that he should end up out here, so far 


from the halls of glory... Barry would not impose on the good man. He was already giving 
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Barry the privilege of his time. But he would endeavor to get to the bottom of it, to see if there 


were anything he could do to help, however little. He had to. 


The crowd was maybe twice the size of before. This was roughly reflected by a general increase 
in foot traffic all along the boardwalk. Now, there was a diminutive ref watching the 
proceedings. He held up his arm. Drip Dry seemed calm and relaxed, but alert. This was the 
training Barry needed. He would have to give it his all — win or lose, he was the one coming out 


ahead in this deal, and he was prepared to capitalize on it. 


The ref’s arm dropped. Drip Dry came straight at Barry, elegantly and perfectly closing 
off avenues of movement with his exact placement, in perfect synk with Barry’s own. He 
seemed to know where Barry was thinking of going, and respond to it, before Barry made the 
first twitch of movement. They circled one another. Barry applied himself to being patient. 
Drip Dry would have an ironclad defense. He might not let his guard down for any amount of 
time. But he was putting on a show at this boardwalk. He didn’t have much to lose at such a 
place, but he would likely not want to allow the match to drag, simply out of courtesy to his 
viewers. Barry, on the other hand, had nothing whatever to lose, except perhaps a sterling 
opportunity for defensive training — such as he was getting at this very minute. So he circled, 
looking with razor-sharp hawkeyes for any opening. And Drip Dry did the same. The dynamic 


tension weighed down on the audience like a beached stormcloud. 


A few minutes passed. It was plain Drip Dry was in no major hurry. Barry was in none 
whatsoever. Another minute. Both men began to perspire under the unnecessarily-bright 


floodlights that had now come on in the grey evening. And still circling, circling. Drip Dry 
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feinted. Barry didn’t respond. Again Drip Dry feinted, again Barry failed to respond. Circling. 


Circling. 


Drip Dry stepped back, leaned casually on the ropes. Barry came in cautiously. Then it 


all happened. 


“Well if nothing you do makes sense,” Morgo said, “why should I listen to you?” 
“Because I brought pot brownies?” 


They were watching “shark week.” It had been playing on regular rotation for the last 
five hundred years. As Morgo lounged, she reflected that it felt like she’d been watching it that 


long. 


Morgo was a tall woman, with angular, handsome features, and the head of a dachshund. 
She organized potlucks and gaming events for all dogface people. Dogface people had to stick 
together. Society was against them. She’d met Teezeeack at a gaming night. He was way too 
obsessed with fighting games. She didn’t like him that much. But he did make the best pot 


brownies. 
“Okay, well what do you want me to do?” she asked, lounging further. 


“You will have an heir one day. Buy him wrestling action figures. Put wrestling on tv. 
Buy him a wrestling game or two. And that’s it. That’s all that’s needed to establish the greatest 


wrestling dynasty of all time.” 


“T don’t see the connection to ‘gaming the system.’ Why create the greatest wrestling 


dynasty?” 
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“Because I love wrastlin’.”. Teezeeack took a sip from his longneck. 


The mighty fist moved with the speed and inevitability of a meteor. It hit like one too. Barry 
was just able to react by an inch, so that while the heavy blow still hit him full-on in the face, it 
didn’t break his nose. He had fallen into the trap. But he wasn’t out of options. In a split- 
second, before even Drip Dry had time to react, Barry struck a counterblow on the side of his 
muzzle, knocking his head sharply to the side. The two fighters leapt back, staggered. It was a 
race to see who could regain their balance first. Suddenly, Drip Dry bounced off the ropes. The 
slipstream from the clothesline almost knocked Barry down by itself, like being right by an 
airplane during takeoff. He had dodged it by a hairsbreadth, almost by chance in his still- 
imbalanced state. If it had connected, it would’ve been over already. Drip Dry was turned 
around already. This was one of his signatures — doing clotheslines with immense stopping 


power and momentum, but still somehow being able to pivot right out of them. 


Barry went in for the blow. 


His fist wouldn’t have Drip Dry’s strength, even a Drip Dry past his prime and facing a 
lull in his storied career - at least not without months of further training. Additionally, Drip Dry 
always used his oblong head to his advantage, since this made a narrower target. Stomach 
punches had a hard time getting through due to his incredible abs, and hits to the chest were like 
punching a sturdy wall — maybe you’d get somewhere, maybe, if you had a sledgehammer. For 


Barry, it was headblows or nothing. But Barry had his own tricks. 


Barry swung for the left side of Drip Dry’s face. Drip Dry blocked with the left hand and 


brought his right fist in for a matchending megablow. The meteor that was his fist was now on 
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fire and tumbling. It had its own gravity field, its own zip code. It came of Barry’s head like a 
jawbreaking battering-ram. And Barry leaned his head, neck and shoulders back, over, down, 
behind his back, without moving anything else below, like a man made of putty. The deadly fist 
zoomed by, an inch above his crazily contorted form. At the same time, Barry’s arm went 
around and to the other side of Drip Dry’s head like a fleshy whip. He grabbed Drip Dry’s snout 
with a vicelike grip, proceeding to yank him around by the nose. Then, with the other fist, Barry 
pounded Drip Dry right between the eyes. Drip Dry’s hands closed in, but Barry had already 


dodgerolled away. 


Drip Dry was disoriented. But not completely off his balance. He closed in, quickly 
entering grappling range. The two men locked grips and began circling, pushing to-and-fro, 
testing one another’s armstrength. The audience was stunned silent by how much of a matchup 
they were getting on the Galvanite boardwalk on a regular night. This was an unusual situation, 
a once-in-a-lifetime stumbleupon. Even in the heat of battle, it struck Barry that he had fought in 
the Chromedome Arena and encountered nothing to speak of, whereas he came upon a noname 
boardwalk in the middle of nowhere and was fighting a legend. But no time for reflection. Now, 
Drip Dry was slowly-but-surely getting the upper hand. Barry planted his feet and, in 
desperation, tried to metalize his back and arms into position. It was an uphill battle, trying to do 
all that and still paying attention to Drip Dry’s movements. The ropes weren’t far from Barry’s 


back. Drip Dry’s grip was ever tighter. The foes were now locked in place. 


Barry had it. He had it! He focused all his energy and attention, communing with his 
energy points. Then, in an abrupt shift, he began jogging to the other side of the ring — letting his 
arms trail behind like twin streamers of taffy! Drip Dry began to apply pressure to his limp grip, 


hoping to crush his foes’ hands. Just in time, they slipt out of Drip Dry’s grip, more liquid than 
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solid. With immense concentration, Barry brought his arms and hands splocking back into place 
as if winding back a yoyo. At almost the same instant, he hopped up onto the middle of the 


ropes, with the grace of a crane. Drip Dry, seeing Barry’s position, charged. 


Taking a deep breath, Barry entered that timeless realm within the breath itself. His face 
ached like he’d never felt. His hands felt like they’d gone through a wringer. All his joints and 
nerves were frayed and worn. His mind buzzed with the stimulus. He closed off panic, 
impatience, querulousness. This was the Now Time. If he couldn’t act now, how could he 
justify his designation as a Mystical Scholar of Knighthood? Drip Dry barreled in 
ultraslowmotion, and Barry saw a glint in his eyes, as of a hunger reawakened. He could not let 
him down. He foked’. Bringing forth fresh reserves, he smoothed his nerves with a bolt of mind 
energy down the spine, took cranelike flight off the ropes — and illusionistically displaced 


himself in two dimensions. 


The dropkick showed platonic form. But what did that matter? Stopping and planting his 
feet without missing a beat, Drip Dry held his arms out, prepared to grab Barry from the air and 
send him flying. A desperate move indeed, to dropkick like this — and so clearly aiming straight 
at his head. Beginners are all the same. It never occurred to Drip Dry that Barry might have 
illusionistically displaced himself in two dimensions, because with that strategy, the only other 
place close enough for the real image to aim for would be the chest. But this is exactly what 


Barry was planning. The illusionistic displacement faded as Drip Dry’s hand went through its 





? Foke - Term used by alchemists denoting a unique, meditative state of intense concentration, unavailable to an 
uninitiated mind. Derived from the Latin focus meaning hearth, fireplace — in this context a point of light upon 
which meditation is trained. Not to be confused with the English “focus”, deriving from 17" century scientific 
Latin, referring to the point upon which a ray of light is trained. 
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ankle. At the same instant, a dropkick like the freefall of an archangel from heaven struck Drip 


Dry squarely between the pecs. 


A seismic wave reverberated. For a moment, Barry’s feet seemed to freeze on Drip 
Dry’s chest, like some titan that had just made landfall from a thousand abysses of space onto 
some massive rocky world. A sound like a thousand giant drums pounding one simultaneous 
beat erupted from Drip Dry’s chest at the impact point. The air seemed to pause to catch its 


breath. At the end of the boardwalk, seagulls took flight. 


Then, time jerked back on, and Barry dropped. Drip Dry stood there. Barry dodgerolled 
to a safe distance, eyeing his canny foe. Drip Dry moved. He should feel minimal effects, and 
indeed he was still up and ready to finish the fight. But he was less steady on his feet. What did 
this kid have behind that kick of his! Few had ever even attempted a dropkick on his chest. But 
of those who had, they were at least twice this kid’s weight, were seasoned pros, and were doing 
it after Drip Dry had taken much more than the minimal punishment — only two solid hits — than 
he’d taken just now. And in those instances, he’d felt almost nothing. But now... there was no 


denying it. He felt offbalance somehow. 


He closed in on Barry. Barry strafed, dodgerolled, barely avoided getting grabbed. Drip 
Dry closed in again. Again, Barry strafed, dodgerolled, barely avoided getting grabbed. And 
then, with lightning speed, Barry hit Drip Dry’s chest with his fist, slightly below where he’d 
kicked. It was then that Drip Dry began to understand the level of Barry’s mastery over pressure 
points. The hit had almost no impact. But now, Drip Dry found himself jittering up and down, 
up and down, like his feet were on tiny and superfast bouncy springs. He couldn’t see properly. 
Barry dodgedrolled behind him. Barry grabbed both Drip Dry’s shoulders with both his hands 


and began running backwards. His arms stretched across the ring. The crowd, beginning to 
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come out of their shock, was making noise. Barry rolled his arms back in, and the mighty form 
of Drip Dry fell onto his back like a thousand-year oak. On the instant, Barry leapt across the 


ring and onto Drip Dry’s prone form. 


The ref counted. Drip Dry had the strength to get up. He moved his legs. He couldn’t 
get purchase. They were too shaky, still jittering and bobbing. They scampered across the mat 
without staying. The ref was counting steadily, a real pro — a second was a second, no 
funnybusiness with drawing the time out. Drip Dry was so thankful for that. He moved his 
mighty arms. His fingers gripped the kids’ back — and jittered all around like he was playing a 


harp. Drip Dry let out a long sigh-moan. This was the pits. 


“And this evenings’ winner and new champ of Olde Galvanite Boardwalk — what was 
that name — oh yeah— BARRY!” The little ref patted Barry with upraised arm, in a 
goodnaturedly-embarrassed replacement for holding up his hand. Barry suspected that being 
champion of Olde Galvanite Boardwalk was an informal honor. But he was ecstatic. The 
audience was giddy with the thrill of a truly once-in-a-lifetime event of “right place, right time” 
proportions. Two ladies whooped into the evening air. A fellow cried out, “Saints be praised!” 
There was almost-frantic milling about as groups put their combined conversational efforts in 
trying to piece together what they had just seen. The air was lightened, as after a thunderstorm, 


when powerful electricity has been recently discharged. 


Barry and the ref combined to help Drip Dry, still wobbling slightly, to his feet. Drip Dry 
turned to Barry. “Friend, you’re not only getting first-time performer pay of twenty creds from 


the Galvanite tourism bureau for that. You’re also getting dinner on me.” 
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12. Pick a Card, Any Card 


Behind the rinkydink town of Galvanite, there was a quiet desperation. 


The small town showed signs of a distant period of expansion. Many of the old, worn 
structures were from a time when it must have looked like the place was destined to grow to at 
least medium size. Though not of the unfathomable vintage of Neooiseaux, the oldest structures 
were venerably ancient. But where that crow-infested city had had an aura of timeless moldering 
vice that seemed to reach down through times’ gulfs to mask the stink of daydrinking with its 
lugubrious glamour, the storefronts facing the water in Galvanite merely stank of the nights of 
paranoia and tartar sauce they’d paid witness to. And where the decrepit structures of 
Neooiseaux seemed never to have dreamt of anything beyond their dark brooding, in the 
company of their empire of pests and of the harlots whose business-practice involved 
glamorizing themselves and their surroundings — for the venerable old houses of Galvanite, it 


was quite different. 


Barry only got a peak of them in the fading light. But the impression was confirmed later 
when he viewed them up close, and was further cemented, the more he saw. These stately old 
twostory townhousey apparitions dreamt ceaselessly of the respectable future they never had. 
There was nobody there to glamorize their gables, to defend their dormers. Old and lonely, they 
were far from eternal — and they were saddened, bitter with the thought of the future ahead, 
wherein they would rot even further. The dreams of Neooiseaux were made to molder, they 
were at home in moldering. Those dreams thought that they were the hardasses. Edgelord 
dreams. But those dreams didn’t even know what it was like to be lost. They never had 
anything to gain — what was there to lose? Only the stately old houses of a farflung place like 


Galvanite truly knew how, with time, one could find oneself lost in ones’ own home. 
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Yet Galvanite was far from abandoned. The boardwalk had given a faithful idea of the 
condition of habitation for the whole city. There were a fair number of people in the little town, 
some residents, some passing through, though it seemed the town was on the way to nothing and 
out of the way of everything. It was certainly no port destination. That misplaced nostalgia, that 
strange sentimentality kept just enough folks around for just long enough — but it was a nostalgia 


obscure, something nobody spoke of, or for that matter, could really identify if asked. 


The grey sky darkening quickly, Barry strolled with Drip Dry Eyes to a little low-lit 
Italian bistro. “The seafood is mostly fried around here,” he said. “Oh don’t worry,” Barry 
replied, “I just came from a place with great seafood. I’m ready for some spaghett’.” As the two 
got seated at a little table by the window, he started to give Drip Dry an overview of his 
journeys. Drip Dry listened attentively. Barry reflected that his haggard appearance must have 
seemed strange and questionable. The whole thing was unorthodox, and with only-him narrating 


it uncorroborated, probably seemed unreliable. It all felt like a distant dream to Barry, anyway. 


“There are many ruffians in this world we live in,” said Drip Dry wistfully. “It’s 


fortunate that you escaped with your life.” 


“Thank you. But tell me, M. Eyes, what’s brought you to the town of Galvanite? If it’s 


not too presumptuous of me to inquire.” 


“My dear boy. You’re well within the realms of ordinary conversation. Well, if I told 
everything, it would bore you to death. I don’t know how familiar you are with wrestling 


history, of its ups and downs.” 


“Very little, I’m afraid.” 
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“Tt was about ten years ago that I was last considered national champion. But don’t put 
much stock in that. The governing bodies have no really-effective way of knowing who the best 
wrestler in the United States is at a given time. I did manage to defeat a young, less experienced 
Jazzy Jayhawk — a crowning achievement. But he came back at me full force, and later matches 
went his way. Even so, I looked forward to them eagerly, and cherished their memories. It’s 


true that none have shown more professionalism in the ring — or out of it, I dare say.” 


“Ohhh!” Barry turned pale suddenly. “Drip Dry Eyes, please, please forgive me for the 
transgression I am about to commit, the vile temptation I will succumb to! Cut to the chase, 
man! Come on! I’m not just talking about your career records or whatever poppycock 
wrestling-fanatics will pour over. to no-ones’ ultimate benefit. What I mean to say is that, in full 
view of my alchemical tricks and the edge they can give me, I shouldn’t have been able to beat 
you this evening. Never has a victory been so simultaneously euphoric and melancholy. 
Instance after instance after instance, ohhhh, you were on the very brink of taking me down, and 
I dodged through out of good fortune more-than-anything. But it’s plain that you have the ability 
within you, to have closed those instances, and the match, out in your favor. Yet you haven’t the 
gusto, the joie de vivre. It’s not in your motions, which, however masterful, feel rote. I’ve only 
seen a few instances of you in your prime — a statement which surely marks me out as a 
wrestling outsider, a veritable philistine to then be criticizing you in any way, and after you’ ve 
treated me with boundless generosity. But good sir. Less than eight years ago, you were a 


shining beacon of Clean Living. Nobody could mistake it.” 


Drip Dry Eyes held up a hand. “My passionate lad. Never apologize for trying to help a 
fellow man. You touch me at every turn. But what we’re dealing with, in my life story, is more 


than even you have any concept of. Know that there are things that even your alchemy cannot 
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touch on. I’m not referring exclusively to matters of the heart, though that is included. I have 


been through turmoil. We all must own up to our regrets...” 


They spotted the discreet waiter with their plates — Barry’s steaming spaghetti, Drip Dry 
Eyes’ ample cacciatori. Barry slurped his noodles, Drip Dry lapped up some bell peppers. 
Looking at each other, they laughed. “How easily,” Drip Dry said, “the mind of the warrior is 


distracted.” 


They got some ample bites in, and Drip Dry continued between toothsnaps. “I’ve been 
through divorce all right. A wife of seven years, do you think she even looked back? No, I 
shan’t allow myself to be too hard on that confused girl. What’s done is done. But though it 
beggars belief, divorce is the least of the strange and horrible journeys I’ve been on, well-out of 
the public eye. And they’ve left me drained. Before this evening, I thought I wouldn’t feel 


certain — valuable emotions — ever again. But I’m getting ahead of myself. 


“Tt was eight years ago that my- that Paganinuh, my wife through my most successful 
years, left abruptly. There are some things you never get over. I can hardly speak of it to this 
day. Of course, it was all over the papers. How could it not have been, at that time? I was still 
in the limelight, even if that light had already started to wane — a development which I 


welcomed. 


“You may not know that within the dogface community, there’s rare but notable friction 
between the majority, normal humans with simple doglike faces, and us in the minority, who 
have the full head. I think it’s totally silly. The thing is, by becoming such a bigshot wrestler, I 


was perceived by some as having sold out to the establishment. To think that in the ancient days, 
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the nation was rocked by protests over things like police brutality against minorities, and now 


we’ ve politicized something so silly! How far we’ve fallen, as a species, from the Golden Age. 


“T have royal blood. There shouldn’t be such a thing in our community, but there is 
somehow. People were saying I was part of the establishment. I would have laughed. But after 
the divorce, I had time to reflect. In a way... I- in a way I’m thankful. It gave me a new 
perspective, refreshed my mind. And I realized that, ridiculous as it may have been to call me a 
part of the establishment, I had, in a sense, let myself be penetrated, mentally if not spiritually, 


by it.” 


“In what sense, or senses, do you suppose this was?” asked Barry. 


“A good question. Well. When we deal with a group of people, we tend to adapt their 
mannerisms. It makes things easier, more efficient, makes one more comprehensible to others. 
But it can also let their perspective, even their way of life, seep in, a little bit. We have all felt 
the relief at leaving a group and thinking, “I’ll never have to mentally adjust myself to that 
again.” This was something like what I felt at this time. But I was still making money off those 
dog biscuit adds — which, in case you were thinking of asking, they tasted okay — I prefer other 
snacks to dog biscuits, but I’ll eat some if they’re there. The point is that I was under contract 
for a couple more years. Plus I still had a misguided attachment to some pasta chains I was 
trying to make work, it was a ridiculous idea, they had no personality. The gist is, I was still 


tethered to the establishment. 


“And it was effecting my lust for the glory of battle. It was polluting my view of being a 
watrior, making me into a cynic who held to the misguided notion, sitting unexamined in my 


mind, that royalty checks were the goal of all these feats of strength and prowess. I spent more 
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time out in the desert. I knew something was wrong with me, but I hadn’t identified what. But I 
felt a spiritual longing. It’s a feeling that hasn’t left me, though I’ve failed to come up with any 


answers. 


“One day in the desert, I met a strange fellow. He may have been a heat hallucination. 
But what he said disturbed me. He said he was fond of games, and of finding weaknesses in 
systems. He said that Dawg Boys organized crime was even now turning my three remaining 
pasta joints into fronts to sell dope to teens. He said that Paganinuh... no, I can do this... he said 
that she needed to have time to herself, to grow more. Exactly like [had been trying to do. Sigh. 
He said that organized crime gangsters would besmirch my good name, and to ever get back at 
the scumsuckers, I would need to discover a tag team partner — one spoken of in prophesy, a 


legendary warrior who, with my help and the help of others, would usher in a mighty time.” 


“I’m curious,” inquired Barry. “This odd fellow. Was he a short, stout praying mantis, 


with red complexion and baleful, glowing red eyes?” 


“How on Earth did you know that?” 


“Oh, just a lucky guess. Pray continue.” 


“Saints preserve... Well, this spalpeen gave me the galloping willies. But I walked back 
and didn’t think much more of it. Then, a week later, I got the news from one of my boys. 
Rogue bad-apples within the Dawg Boys were using the supply line of the stores as a link in the 


chain set up to sell dope to kids.” 


“Those filthy scumsucking pieces of shit,” mused Barry. 
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“Exactly. ‘In every way,’ I thought, ‘these gangsters are filthy, scumsucking pieces of 
shit. They’re worse than paparazzi. They’re messing up the bodies and minds of kids!’ I knew I 
had to do whatever I could. But, as the old saying goes, real life aint’ the movies. I couldn’t just 
go singlehandedly give the entire bad crew a beatdown, with a good talking-to at the end, telling 
them to eat their fruits and veggies and never sell dope again. I had a problem with some of the 
Dawg Boys staff. My ‘plan a’ was to take that problem to upper management. ‘Plan b’ was to 


lawyer up. 


“T had hardly gathered a legal team, when I found unexpected use for it. The owners of 
the individual restaurants were ganging up, claiming they had been ‘coerced’ and charging me 
personally with “negligent oversight.’ It was looking like the legal royal rumble of the century. I 
was certain the chain-owner rats had accepted bribes and were now trying to cover their asses. 
But you can’t make a case on unproven allegations. Meanwhile, divorce settlement payments 
were bleeding me dry faster than any amount of royalty checks could mitigate. I was walking 
around, doing groceries, washing clothes, trying to stay grounded — repeating to myself, ‘don’t 
get desperate - don’t get desperate - don’t get desperate.’ I met with the chapterhead of the 


Dawg Boys where I lived in Arizona —“ 


“A guy named Phil?” 


“Tarnation! Are you psychic, boy? You alchemists must be more powerful than I 


realized. He was a big fellow, who loved playing cards. We threw a few decks...” 


Drip Dry sniffed in the underground dimness. The wide, low lounge smelled of 


easygoing secrets. It smelled of conspiring spalpeens. It smelled of mildew. No surprise that 
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there were no customers. There were never any customers in such joints. But this was supposed 
to be the headquarters of the “legitimate” Dawg Boys for most of the Southwest. Drip Dry 
smiled. “Legitimate” indeed. What did that mean here? What was legitimacy to such an 
organization? What did the Dawg Boys even do? They described themselves as “‘a fraternal 
organization.” A polite way of telling outsiders to mind their own business. Good gracious. 


Drip Dry Eyes hated fraternal organizations. 


Behind the drab brown counter of the bar, an ordinary barkeep without a trace of dogface 
features stood, hands behind back. Drip Dry walked towards the bar, his nerves frayed, joints 
stiff from the tension he had been undergoing. What was the point of this nonsense? Even 
though he was the victim of bad luck, of a conspiracy, sometimes he felt he was doing it all to 
himself. But such feelings tended to make things worse without offering solutions. What should 


he do, join a religious cult? He had to take things one day at a time. 


“T’m here to speak to your boss.” 


“And you are?” 


“Don’t sass me, boy.” 


The barkeep walked into a back room without further comment. A moment later, out 


came Phil, moving lugubriously in his rainbow suspenders. 


“Drip Dry, it’s good to see you,” he said easily. He moved to grab a glistening bottle of 
scotch. “You still don’t drink?” Drip Dry nodded. Phil snatched the bottle with a flourish of the 
wrist. “Let’s sit.” He indicated a table in a dark corner, walking out from behind the counter. 
On the center of the table, was a deck of cards. The two men walked to it, sat. They eyed one 


another. Phil unscrewed his whiskey bottle. It was completely full. Drip Dry Eyes watched 
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Phil. He continued to say nothing. His face impassive, his eyes did not blink, did not move from 
Phil. Phil brought the bottle to his flabby, grinning lips. Like a hawk, Drip Dry watched. Phil 
began to gulp. He gulped the drink down. Drip Dry watched. Phil gulped. He gulped. His 
adamsapple bobbed with the steady glugging, his beady eyes peering over the bottle at Drip Dry, 
smile lingering as he drank. Drip Dry watched. Phil gulped. He gulped. He gulped. Drip Dry 
saw that Phil was halfway finished with the bottle. Phil gulped and gulped and gulped. Neither 
men’s expressions changed. Neither men blinked. Phil gulped. He was three quarters finished 
with his bottle of whiskey, the shiny bottle that was formerly completely full, unopened, as far as 
Drip Dry could tell, untampered-with. Phil gulped. There was no moderation in his gulping. 
Drip Dry breathed easefully and steadily through his nose. Phil gulped. He gulped. Phil was 
completely finished with the consumption of the bottle, that bottle of whiskey that was once full 
and shiny, that bottle that was now empty, and less shiny for its lack of more than the slightest 
residue of that shiny alcoholic liquid that had once dominated its interior with impunity, in the 


time before it was set upon by the prodigious thirst of Phil. Phil no longer gulped. 


Neither man blinked. 


“You could end up in the ER that way,” said Drip Dry, in-no-way varying his steady gaze 
and placid expression. Phil brought the now-empty bottle to rest on the table, to the side. His 


eyes twinkled. His smile twinkled. 


Phil now reached across the table. He was reaching for the deck, a deck of cards. It 
occurred to Drip Dry that these were tarot cards. “I see that your game is tarot cards,” he said. 


“Aint” it yours?” said Phil. Drip Dry failed to respond. Phil began to shuffle the cards. 
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He shuffled. He shuffled. He shuffled. He shuffled. He shuffled. He shuffled. He 


shuffled. He shuffled. He shuffled. He shuffled. He shuffled. And he shuffled. 


And once more, for good measure, Phil shuffled the tarot cards. He shuffled. 


At this time, Phil fanned out the cards. The expressions of the two men were 


unchanging. “Pick a card,” Phil said with a slight upward inclination of his chin. “Any card.” 


Drip Dry Eyes reached his hand across the table. While at-no-time taking Phil out of his 
steely, hawklike gaze, Drip Dry took his mighty brazenhued hand — a hand of legend — and with 
thumb and forefinger, elegantly plucked a card. He lay it down. It was reversed Chariot, major 


arcana Seven. 


“Au naturel,” said Phil. 


“This is the past,” said Drip Dry Eyes. “I have yet to draw my card for the future.” 


“T wouldn’t even think of trying to pull one on you,” said Phil. 


Drip Dry reached. With the same grace and delicacy of his mighty digits, he plucked 


another card and lay it down. It was upright Strength, major arcana eight. 


“Somehow,” Phil said, “I can’t imagine you ever drawing anything but major arcana.” 


Drip Dry looked at Phil with a steely, hawkeyed gaze. It was the same gaze. “Thank you 
for your time today, Phil. I wanted to talk to you about the harmful actions inflicted on me, and 
the kids, by some boys claiming to be your boys. Are they your boys, Phil? Because we have a 
problem on our hands here. And please don’t think that you can avoid it. This is your problem 


just as much as it is mine.” 


“Damn straight it is,” said Phil. 
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“So what’s up?” No expressions changed. No gazes wavered. 


Suddenly, there was a loud rumbling from up above. “Oh no,” muttered Phil, “not this 
shit again.” The rumbling continued. “Drippy old boy,” Phil said more loudly with a show of 
good cheer, “I think we may have a houseguest that will explain things better to you than I ever 


could. Care to join me in the upstairs dancehall, old chap?” 


“T’ll be watching you like a hawk.” 


Phil chortled. “Oh, I dare say it.” 


13. Play it Again, Sane 


In the Dawg Boys-managed dance club above, all hell had broken loose. A mad scramble for the 
doors was threatening to become a stampede. Voices yelled and screamed like the cacophony 
from some Pompeiian evening, running blindly, hysterically waving their hands in the air — they 
cared only about escaping with their lives. Well-dressed waitstaff was attempting to herd 
everyone out of the exits in an orderly manner — in vain. The funky disco beat had not been shut 
off, and the colored glass of the floor continued to change and blink to the rhythm. But rather 
than cutting loose and cutting-a-rug, the only cutting that was happening was of former allies 
cutting one another off in their race to escape the out-of-this-world monstrosity which had busted 
clear-through a wall, left a trail of caustic green slime, and now planted itself plant-like in the 


center of the dancefloor. 


Phil rushed up the stairs and navigated with some difficulty through the frantic, opposite- 


direction-moving crowd, Drip Dry Eyes close behind him. Soon they were alone near the center 
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of the huge dancefloor, the colored glass still shifting and blinking to a chugging beat. But what 
they studied with dread was hardly “groovy” in the conventional sense. Its oily green bulk 
extended behind it like some Pleistocene caterpillar. It was easily the size of a bus, maybe a little 
bigger. It moved with a torpid shuffling motion. At its front, it reared up in an unwholesome 
mass of feelers that constantly shook, wriggled and probed with necrotic energy. From deep 


within its blasphemous maw, a thin, wretched, alien wailing welled up. 


“Looks kinda goofy to me,” said Drip Dry. 


“The ghastliest is yet to come,” said Phil, not taking his eyes off the now steadily wailing, 


gyrating entity. “Stand back.” 


The dance record came to an end, emitting a mechanical squeal. The wailing intensified, 
rising in pitch. The shaking increased in sync. The extramundane monstrosity was now wracked 
with such violent convulsions that it seemed it would burst at any moment. Mouth tendrils 
flailed spastically. The ever-increasing shrillness tunneled its way into the nerve-endings of the 
listeners’ bones, like a ferret that was being taken apart atom by atom. Drip Dry felt that the 
dimensions must be cleft asunder, to let loose from liminal planes of existence a swarm of 
beelike static entities that would spread outward, consuming all sense and decency. His head felt 
stretched from side-to-side. Just as it seemed the creature couldn’t possible gyrate more rapidly 
—a fully-formed humanoid figure popped out of its maw and plopped feet-first onto the 


dancefloor, followed rapidly by two more! 


These beings were covered with an afterbirth of green slime. They had the lithe but 
tough figures of ninjas covered in black body suits. Scaly green shells extruded from all over the 


black forms, like plates of bodyarmor. Their heads possessed a blank darkness where faces 
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should be, yet Drip Dry felt they somehow sensed from these blank spaces, sent clammy psychic 
feelers pawing outward. He shuddered. Atop their heads were funny little metal top hats. 
“Watch,” said Phil. In unison, the creatures brought their hands up to their “hats” and pulled — 
revealing that what had appeared innocent fashion accessories, were actually the hilts of 
crystalsharp ninja-to which had been sheathed in their very heads! But were sheathed no longer 


— the things gripped their weapons and assumed the crouching combat-stance of the shinobi. 


“These are the tortuga,” Phil explained. 


Next, all was razor-sharp action as the adversaries lunged with genetic agility. Phil 
brought a warhammer out of his substantial utility-belt, and set to parrying his foes’ attacks. The 
other two, sensing the larger threat, immediately doubleteamed the weaponless Drip Dry Eyes. 
The fast motion on the dancefloor set the suavest rumpshakers to shame. Phil counter-knocked 
the swipes of the ninja-to until pieces of blade were flaking off, falling to the ground. In 
desperation, the tortuga held its arm-plating in front of its face as it backed up. Phil simply 
slammed his hammer with precision into every gap in the plating. The arms, now dripping green 
goo, hung down limp and useless. Phil pounded a John Henryesque blow to the head, flattening 


it like a squashed marshmallow and causing the creature to collapse. 


Simultaneously, Drip Dry was dodging the devilish thrusts of the doubleteam. He deftly 
grabbed one by the wrist of the hand holding the sword, yanking the arm just in time for its 
compatriot to accidentally cut through his crony at the elbow. Taking the sword, Drip Dry 
slammed its blade into the blade of the other in a parry so forceful that both blades shattered. As 
the armless aggressor tried to flee, Drip Dry dexterously reached down and grabbed its retreating 


ankle, without taking his eyes off the other opponent. Like a caveman wielding a great club, he 
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swung his victim in a great overhead arc to slam down onto its partner in would-be heinousness. 


The duo toppled along the floor like tenpins. 


As the three victims rolled into a pile and came to an ungainly halt, they begin smoking, 
hissing, and melting into a putrid puddle of green slime, which then seemed to sink into the floor, 
leaving no trace — no solid proof that they’d ever existed. ““That’s just a warmup,” warned Phil. 
“Unless I miss my guess, you’re about to see what I meant when I said our guest would be 


instructional. Keep on keeping your distance.” 


Again, the horrid giant caterpillaroid let out its infernal wailing, gave into its miasmal 
gyrations. This time, some-way, somehow, it was even more frantic and intense. Drip Dry 
thought now it would surely shake loose the surrounding dimensional fabric. He plugged his 


ears with his fingers and squinted in pain, waiting for his eardrums to burst. 


Before that could happen, the thing ceased it malarkey, and gave a repeat birthing- 
performance. Again, the entities it spawned from its maw were covered in green slime. This 
time, on either side was a tall, hairy humanoid creature in a blue sheriffs’ deputy uniform, with 
beady, red eyes, six-inch talons for fingernails, and well-defined muscles. “Those are the 
Deputoids,” Phil said, indicating the two oddballs. “Watch out for their fingernails — they’re 


poisoned.” 


In the center was a sight that left Drip Dry aghast. It couldn’t be. There, a bit of green 
slime still dribbling from its chin, was a perfect facsimile of a Dawg Boy lieutenant. Dressed in 
business casual, the thing had a vacant look in its eye. “IT IS CASUAL FRIDAY,” it announced 
to the world in general. “CHILLIN.” Drip Dry’s skin felt it would crawl to the next zip code. 


But, making-believe he possessed the identity of one who hadn’t just witnessed what he, in fact, 
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had witnessed, if confronted with such an apparition in a normal setting — particularly once the 
slime had been cleaned off — what would he, could he think, other than that he was dealing with 
a slightly-off yet fully-legitimate Dawg Boys gangster? What would he say in such a 
hypothetical situation? “Oh, no, it can’t just be someone with a wooden personality. He must 
have been birthed from the mouth of a space caterpillar who’s out to get me.” No. It was a 


perfect scheme — anyone would’ve been fooled. 


The deputies yelped maliciously as they simultaneously leapt at the targets on their 
respective sides. Phil had to back up rapidly to avoid getting nicked by the talons. He sent his 
warhammer flying defensively. It was a close thing, but he got a few fingers. Not wanting to 
take any chances on this tough opponent, he pulled out his revolver and filled the wretch with six 
rounds of silver bullets. At the sixth round, the fink finally ceased moving and collapsed into a 
puddle of slime, soon gone from existence entirely. Even amidst his relief, Phil couldn’t help 
feeling that there had to be a better way. Shoot one of these things, and they would just make ten 
more of them, while he went through the worlds’ supply of silver bullets. There had to be 


something other than brute force... 


Drip Dry continued to snake around the talon strikes of his foes, gracefully dodging the 
swipes. But these guys were tougher than the tortuga. From the side, the dawgoid declaimed, 
“REAL CAS. VERY CAS.” Did it mean very casual? Drip Dry wondered. He couldn’t allow 
himself to be distracted. He took both hands and grabbed the dawgoid’s midsection, as if he was 
grabbing a doll. He brought the creature in front of him as a shield. Good-and-well, but the 
deputy was not going to be made to accidentally kill his own guy so easily. Still, it gave Drip 
Dry slightly more breathing room. On the vibrant-colored neon dance floor, Drip Dry noticed, 


out of the corner of his eye, a shiny object. Looking again, without for-a-moment allowing his 
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canny opponent to leave his diligent, steely, unwavering, unrelenting, calm and falconlike gaze, 
he realized what it was. In extreme haste to escape, some patron of revelry had let their massive, 
heavy, shimmering, diamond-encrusted, and frankly tacky wristwatch fall to the floor. Their loss 
would be Drip Dry’s timely gain — if he played his cards right. Still using his uncomplaining 
dawgoid shield, he began to position himself, backing up, shuffling a little to the side, backing up 
some more. Then, with unceremonious speed, he kicked the big heavy wristwatch into a 


trajectory that sent it slamming right into the deputy’s nuts. 


“QOOQOQOQOQQOQOQOQOOOHHHHHHH.” The deputy, doubling over, clutched his destroyed 
“family jewels.” Drip Dry didn’t squander the moment. Dashing over with his dawgoid burden, 
he pulled the deputy’s arms up and jammed the fingernail talons to-the-hilt into dawgoid’s sides. 
Surprised, the deputy pulled. In vain — Drip Dry had really lodged those fingernails in there 
good. But he had to act. Smushing the two characters together, he flipped them upside down as 
if they were cardboard cutouts. Then, he stuck their heads between his impressive leg-thews, 


wrapped his arms around the whole batch of villainy — and lifted off. 


Phil ceased his contemplation. And marveled. The stink of villain fear was in the air. 
The dawgoid was rambling, “TOO MUCH PUBLIC DISPLAY OF AFFECTION BRO. NO 
PUBLIC DISPLAY OF AFFECTION BRO. TOO MUCH...” Gripping his dirty bundle, Drip 
Dry Eyes spun through the air in a squatting posture. And spun. Could this be? Phil knew that 
it was. He was witnessing a genuine spinning piledriver, a move M. Eyes and maybe six or 
seven other wrestlers in the world had mastered. Drip Dry spun. It was clear where his 
trajectory was taking him — it was madness — they would land right in the middle. Phil began to 
jog away from the center of the dancefloor. The hadean caterpillar whipped its face tendrils 


around like on any other day, defiantly calm in its last moments — or maybe just stupid. Drip 
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Dry was heading down, his payload thoroughly dizzy with the eternal centrifirotationality. The 


sound was like a helicopter of nightmares. And gravity ramped up. 


SQUELCH. 


All was stink and fountainous green as the spinning piledriver slammed into the vile heart 
of that matron of mayhem, which had lately spawned so many vexing opponents from its maw, 
and now, would spawn them nevermore. The squelch that evening was archetypal among 
sounds. It contained the echoes of a thousand martial squelches. The goo burst forth in hot 
release, like a massive bog bubble that contained a swampsworth of nastiness, a swamp that had 
been waiting aeons upon aeons for this single instant of nasty rupture. It splashed hither-and- 
yon, covering the bright, festive disco flooring with its viridian virulence. No indication of the 
former existence of deputy, dawg, or giant space caterpillar — nothing but goop remained. At the 


center stood Drip Dry Eyes, tired, goo-covered, hands on hips, triumphant. 


“Aaawwh, Christ-on-a-crutch,” moaned Phil, “think of the cleanup bill...” 


““’,.And so it was that I learned something of what I was dealing with.” Drip Dry speared the last 
of his cooling dinner, lapped it off his fork. Barry’s noodles had long been consigned to his 


digestive tract. The clean-your-plate club had made a handsome showing at this table. 


The hour was veering towards late. Waitstaff were roving about the dining room picking 
up tables for the evening, clinking glass and silverware with expert conspicuousness. Outside, 
not a soul stirred on the tired old road. The Moon being hidden behind fog and clouds, the ocean 


was invisible in the darkness. 
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“Perhaps we can continue this tomorrow,” said Drip Dry. “I’d invite you to crash at my 
place, but I don’t think another roach could fit. If you want refreshment, I recommend the 
Grande Olde Galvanite Inne down the road, just a block to the north. You may have noticed it 
coming in. That old place is rife with memories, rife with melancholy. But it’s a going thing, 
the most well-maintained in Galvanite, and they don’t charge as much as they’d doubtless like to 
be able to. If you like, meet me on the boardwalk around noon and we can work out some 
demonstrations — I’m afraid I can’t pull off much compensation for those, but with a days-work I 


should at least get five creds out of them for you.” 


“T would be greatly honored,” Barry replied. “This is a time, I wager, to rest up and 
gather intel. If my caravan has gone far, I won’t easily overtake them on foot.” He reflected that 
he and his fungus were much to blame for exacerbating this aspect of his predicament. By now 
the speedmules should be reaching truly heady max speeds, the effects of the N. Deerins powder 
reaching near to its plateau. “Ill need funds if it’s transport I’m after. But most of all, P’Il need 
information. But I won’t bore you with my petty troubles. I should head to the inn and get 


myself a shower — assuming they have vacancy — “ 


“That’s hardly likely to be an issue,” Drip Dry reassured. 


“Right. Well, I can hardly stand having to wait for the rest of your scintillating tale. And 


as for my part of the meal-“ 


Drip Dry held up a hand. “I won’t hear of it.” 


Barry paused, a moment of benevolent tension crossing his brow. “Well... Under the 


circumstances, I accept. But know this. There will come a time when it is I who treat you to the 
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better things in life. You may depend on it!” He flourished a finger, sending both the men into a 


fit of hearty laughter. 


Mountains out of time. 


The grandiosity of the entryway led on about the grandeur of a previous era. Why had 
Galvanite ever been a destination? And who were these people who had enough confidence in 
its future to invest so heavily? But it was just as Drip Dry said. Here, in this one building out of 
all of Galvanite, things were maintained. And a grande olde building it was, the size of a castle, 
with plain but ambitious deco touches. Barry felt its power of simultaneous attraction-repulsion. 


It was a pile dedicated to the obscure god of this old town. 
Mountains out of time. 


He entered the lobby. A regal grande piano stood to one side. It was set afront a long 
velvet curtain draped from the high rafters, dripping in languid clumps unto the floor. Fresh rose 
petals were scattered about atop the handsome black lid. For such an instrument to be in such a 
town — it was like a supernatural sighting. The lobby was now quiet. It was late and getting 
later. The time to see about accommodations, to ensure one wouldn’t be spending the night out 
on the beach, there to suffer the risk of being rolled for change by hoodlums and junkies, was at 
hand. But he couldn’t take his eyes off the incredible instrument. And as he pored over the fine 
language of its surfaces, of its grande design, and stepped closer, closer, getting a good view of 
the keys, the magic didn’t diminish. It stayed strong and magical and musical, and put a taste on 
the air that he could just hear, almost as if it were right there, a bit of music lingering, that could 


still be heard. Music from long ago. And the visions came pouring, clear and fast. 
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Mountains out of time! 


In the far forgotten past, industrial developments restructured the way people worked and played. 
He flew over a primitive landscape. Galvanite had been the most important harbor in the region! 
Mighty men built mighty empires of commerce, while at home, the wife made sure there was a 
turkey roasting in the oven at-all-times! They knew how to drink heartily, in those days. Big 
men in big suits putting down big steaks and having big heart attacks, while the wife at home 
turned to booze and painkillers and wondered where it had all gone wrong. A new century 
dawned. It was the Age of Greed and Desolation, Time of the Hungry Ghosts. 
Lumpenproletariat roamed the land. Oh! Those vagabonds, drifters who think only of 
themselves, scum of the social strata- lumpen, lumpen, lumpenproletariat were making the scene. 


But not here. Not in Galvanite. 


Workspace and leisure space were now separated. Families climbed in their chugging 
vehicles to drive, on merry holiday weekends, to area amusements. Oh how they lived the good 
life. We must never allow progress to cease, men. And the pleasure seekers returned with tales 
of a luxurious climate. Galvanized! They were galvanized by the oceanic mists. Was it in their 
heads? But this is what pleasure seekers believed. Who are we to be skeptical? Enter the great 
arid inland. See the towering, stinking metropolis. This was where hungry ghosts toiled, day by 
day, in an endless procession of days. We must never let the progress slacken. And the air was 
unbreathable. Now, see Galvanite! That spot by the ocean, the first time little Billy knew what 
it was like to breath clean air! See the fair youths fill their lungs and smile, smile, smile with the 
joy of easy breathing — the joy of easy living. Of Clean Living. Oh, this was what it was all 


about. This was progress. 
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Lumpenproletariat — those scum! Keep them out! Our daughters will enjoy it here. The 
wealthy built fine homes, to rush here as soon as the poppycock at the workspace was done with, 
and enjoy the Clean Living. You were really doing well to have a place in Galvanite. The shops 
in the town prospered, were made quaint and frilly to suit tastes. Aristocratic, but down-to-earth. 
Now that’s class. The grandest spa was built, the grandest ballroom. They came in fine evening 
uniform, those on the peak of life. And they mingled, and they hobnobbed. And they danced. 


Everybody was dancing, dancing, dancing in the moonlight. 


And the Steinway played. Oh brother, did it play. 


Mountains, mountains, mountains out of time!! 


Galvanite was chugging along like one of the handsome old vehicles. The vehicles 
became different. For a time, they were unhandsome. And the hungry ghosts grew hungrier, 
ever hungrier, and those mean ol’ lumpenproletariat continued to multiply. They stank. And 
still progress marched forward. The promise of a bright future, brought by progress — we’ ve just 
got to get over the hump. Always, one more hump. But look at the new destinations! There 
were more places to go to than ever before. There had to be. Working these hours under these 


conditions, oh brother — you better have better than just Galvanite. 


So the range of travel options expanded. And the market became competitive. Oh, it 
became so wonderfully, wonderfully, horribly competitive. Want luxury? Depravity? Culture? 
There was a top destination and several affordable runners-up for every option. You could travel 
to all of them using new powerful forms of locomotion. And something startling was 


discovered. Galvanite had proclaimed the benefits of its lifegiving air from the mountaintops, 
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crowning itself the spa location to end all spa locations — yet when the people of the great 
metropolis on the arid plains began to investigate other destinations known for their climate, they 
found that not a one of them had air less beneficial to the body than that found in Galvanite — in 
fact, most of them had better! But what did that matter? Could any of these highfalutin resorts 
claim the convenience of location of Galvanite? Besides, the lovely homes which the wealthy 


had put up, were a sight to behold in their own right. 


Every now and then, some worrywart ninnyhammer would make noise about hurricane 
danger. Folks find the darndest things to worry over. Apparently the erosion of dunes by 
development, blah blah blah, some other town somewhere had got a hurricane, blah blah blah. 
What it amounted to was that they were wetting their bed thinking of a great big storm and 
wanted the taxpayers to foot the bill for a great seawall to protect the city. Bleh. Patently 
ridiculous. Every storm that Galvanite had faced, it had repelled with ease. And what would 


some ugly wall do to property values? One had to chortle at the thought - it was just not done. 


And the Steinway played on. 


Mountains out of time... 


It was the dog days of summer. Out in the ocean, the first storm of hurricane season was 
brewing. A tropical cyclone, it began moving west-northwest with no great signs of ambition. It 
moved lazily over the great twinkling tropical islands as a mere tropical storm, seeming to yawn 
as it even lost momentum. The flooding was horrible. The winds, not so much. When it came 


out the other side of the island chains, it was facing the great United States. It’s hard to say when 
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something changed in its demeanor, or why. It became galvanized, by what obscure impulse, 


who can say? 


It picked up wind. Oh, brother, did it pick up wind. 


Galvanite. A grey morning. Elegant dandies and tartufferous ladies had brought tables 
out to the quay. Sipping coffee and tea, they fell to gossiping on current affairs. The wind 
picked up. “Shall we go?” a gentleman asked. “Certainly,” another proclaimed. And one by 
one, the gentry was snatched up by the wind and thrown into the obscuring grey mist, along with 
their tables and tablecloths, sugar and spoons, coffee and cream, lemon and tea, without being 


given time to utter a single yell - never to be heard from again. 


The winds struck without mercy. They struck as the Fist of Judgement. All unawares, 
the citizenry woke up to Armageddon. The forces of nature spared no thought for rich or poor, 
young or old, man, woman or child — all perished. The devastation. Whole blocks were leveled. 
Many grande buildings were lost, along with the grande souls who happened to reside in them at 
the time. Still the merciless wind howled, pulling apart everything in its path, drowning what it 
left behind. Finally, it left Galvanite behind, and silence reined — silence only broken by the 


wailing of lamentation. 


The Grande Olde Inne, built like a castle, withstood the worst of it. The spa and ballroom 
were not so lucky. The boardwalk, a cheap thing, could be easily replaced — it was just splinters 
in the wind. But to replace the spa and ballroom, symbols of a golden age... Who would 
replace the lives lost? Anguished souls, torn from loved ones, cried out on the wind. They cried 


in their multitudes. It was the gravest natural disaster the nation would ever know. Wealthy 
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investors fled from Galveston as from a plague. The exquisite houses that survived now stood 


empty, abandoned. Betrayed. Betrayed. No more future? 


Still, the Steinway played on. 


14. Moon Fruits Boogie 


Barry pulled himself from the piano, as the visions ebbed — only temporarily, he detected. A 
sleepy-eyed attendant waited patiently at the front desk. He got an affordable second-story room 
without difficulty. Still feeling the benefits of the hearty dinner, he shambled up and drew 
himself a warm bubblebath. He realized, as he floated blissfully in the suds, that he did miss his 
alchemical equipment. What an alchemy nerd he was! And what a shallow attachment to the 
Hermetic Arts one could develop, if one merely took interest in the outer, physical aspects. But 
doggonit, he couldn’t help it if fooling around with equipment was fun. He dried himself off, 
took a sip of mineral water, and looked out the window towards the ocean. Still, there was no 
moonlight. Still, the water was invisible, and this far from the breakers, nothing of the waves 


could be heard. He lay down to the long-awaited ultraluxury of a real bed. 


And he could see them. Almost immediately, he could see them. High in the moonlit air, their 
figures glowed blue and transparent. They were dressed in their finest. Floating on air, for all 
eternity they would be dancing, dressed in their finest. He got close to them, in that high, 
thrilling air, with the Moon-shimmering ocean so far below, sparkles on the black that invited 


one to this new world. He got close. And he looked into their faces. 


142 


Ohhhbhh mama. 


He looked into their faces, demur, effulgent, transparent, wispy, ethereal, blue, and bluer- 
yet. And blue. And it was black night, bright stars, bright Moon, bright, bright Moon reflecting 
on the waves so far below. High air, big Moon right up there towering over all, and you could 
see that this world was impossibly different. Because the Moon was too huge, too bright, it was 
a brightness and a boldness you don’t know about until you’ve floated on high currents of deep 
true night, and you got there. You got to where that Moon was, shining, a monument, and the 
waters, rippling, black, inky black, with that bright Moon ripple light on them, so far below, so 
close to the heart. That Moon, so distant, so massive, so close to the heart. Those stars, cold, 
celestial, keeping watch in the heavens, presiding. Like the time before. In the early days, it was 
the Moon and the stars that presided. Now, it was plain to Barry. They presided in the 


beginning, and they would preside again. Through millennia, Barry saw patience. Patience. 


This world was not the “exotic.” This world was not “the outer.” Our world was the 
historic outlier, the curiosity. This world, this was the norm. This was no mere escape. This 
was the central. And when Barry knew it, he knew also, that the knowledge of it would not, 
could not leave him, for as long as he possessed a cohesive mentizing apparatus. So he looked, 


without fear or hesitation, floating on air, into the faces of those dancers. He looked. He looked. 


The dancers looked back. Did they see? Did they know? There was a blank idiocy 
about their expressions that was transcendentally brilliant. They were beyond, and their joy- 
beyond-joy spoke of a feeling ghostly, and more than ghostly. Hungry in life, they hungered no 
longer. Though they were completely silent, an eternal residue floated about them. Nearest it 


was possible to translate, it simply said — “Shall we go? ...Certainly.” Followed by light, gay 
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laughter. And repeat. For eternity, repeat. For eternity, glow blue and clear. For eternity float. 


For eternity, eternity, eternity, for eternity dance. 


They had lived beside the ocean. The endless conflagration of development and progress 
was something they had always wanted to be rid of. They had been swept out, past the breakers, 


far out and up, to oceanic distances. And they had watched. 


They had watched the world die. 


And now, they took their eternal partners by the hand, free of jealousy, free of avarice, of 
any paltry human emotion. They moved out onto the wind which might have whistled, if it were 
perceivable to corporeal senses without bringing swift bodily extinction. And they circled. They 
whirled. They twirled. They spun. Ever stately, ever elegant, ever understated, those ghostly 
cosmic ballroom dances showed an unhurried majesty of pacing and movement that they never 
could have possessed in life. In life, they were mediocre — comfort-loving bureaucratic types 
with small horizons. Life was something that was from long ago. And Barry looked into their 
faces, faces grinning and without emotion, cold and uncaring, but utterly beyond malice. And he 
loved them, and he loved the children of the Moon. But most of all, he loved the Moon and the 
world of the Moon, for allowing his eyes to be opened, for easing the burden of ignorance that all 
men and most people in this Age of Unreason seemed to suffer from, this long, too long Age of 


Many Torments. Barry smiled. And Barry joined them. 


Barry danced. And everybody, everybody, everybody was dancing in the moonlight. 


He awoke to the drab light of a misty morning. For a moment, his mind couldn’t cope with the 


rapidity of changes in his situation. It was too much to keep up with, much less become 
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accustomed to. Downstairs, he ate muesli and tried to pull himself together. He needed, not-to- 
mention wanted, to hear the rest of Drip Dry Eyes’ tale. He needed to get his bearings. And he 


needed to learn. He knew that he needed to learn. 


In the streets, there was little activity. Barry strolled. He walked the barren blocks, 
clearer as the haze was burnt off, little by little, by the heat of the sun, but never fully sharp, fully 
distinct. They were blocks that carried a haze of their own. As he traveled further into the 
lonely neighborhood streets, he saw that his visions were not far off. Here-and-there, there really 
were some regal old mansions. Fenced-off and abandoned to habitation, the largest few seemed 
to be maintained by whatever cult was keeping the town’s memories preserved to view, like a 
rare butterfly preserved in a jar filled with aspic. But this only applied to the very few grandest. 
For the most, it was just crumbling. Crumbling. Crumbling. Crumbling. Crumbling. 


Crumbling. Crumbling. Crumbling. Crumbling. 


Crumbling. 


As Barry strolled in a southwardly direction, the houses gradually became seedier. On 
the sidewalk, a solidly built, plainclothed, rather unassuming harlot with a modest amount of 
makeup and a shock of curly hair stood idly. Perhaps this denizen was confused. No patrons 
were likely to be roving this drab region in broad daylight in search of companionship. As he 
passed, the harlot squatted, revealing a lack of undergarments beneath her longish skirt, and 
commenced to urinate on the pavement, singing to herself all-the-while, in humdrum and 
mediocre tones. The owner of the small neighborhood café she was stationed in front of burst 
through the front door. Barry was out of there before he could see what happened. At least she 


hadn’t done it in the café itself — this time, anyway... 
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Besides this small excitement, all was silent. Few people stirred. What did they do in 
Galvanite? Fishing? Textiles? Seashell merchantry? Barry had seen no really excellent 
seashells along the beach on his hike this way. He turned in the direction of the ocean, hoping to 
come upon a speakeasy in this seemingly-looser region of town. Houses gave way to ruined 
shops, abandoned lots with scraggly tall grass and puddles of standing water. The road reached a 
dead end. At a moderate distance, the crumbling steeple of an ancient wooden church loomed in 
the purgatorial late-morning atmosphere. Someone coughed. Barry turned out of idle curiosity. 
It was a miserable old junky, all sinew and pettiness, moldering in some backalley scumpond. 
Lumpenproletariat. The world had transformed a thousand times over since the golden days of 
Barry’s vision. But the lumpen were just the same. Always impenetrably engaged in petty 
intrigues that lead nowhere, diving headlong into enticements that bring them nothing after the 


first few moments, nothing but sorrow. Dead ends? Dead roads. 


He came to the fagade of the old church. Up close, it was even more dilapidated and 
miserable. The teal paint was faded where it hadn’t dripped off entirely. Wooden splinters stuck 
out at odd places, showing the violent effects of the dangerous Galvanite winds. There had never 
been any special air. There had been special dreams. And it was the honor of some of those 
dreams, of the dreams of-and-for the children, that explained the continued existence of a town 


here. Barry stepped gingerly up the steps to the humble wooden door, and turned the knob. 


No sooner had he pulled, than the entire church collapsed inward in an avalanche of 
rotting splinters, leaving nothing to signify it had ever existed save a surprisingly small pile of 
rubble. Not even a single metal cross, a single glinting shard of colored glass, poked out to 
reveal anything of individuality. A slight gust of musty dampness puffed out in all direction- 


then all was quiet as before. 
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“Well, that’s what you call one hell of a coincidence,” said Barry, pronouncing 


coincidence “KO-INK Y-DINK.” 


He turned. Across from where the church had been was a squat, unappealing dive bar. 
Barry sighed. He got the feeling he wasn’t going to get a much better speakeasy while he was in 
Galvanite. The people here, whether citizenry or visitor, seemed to be divided neatly into two 
types — the respectable and respectful members of the Cult of Memories, who had no use for 
something like a speakeasy and indeed probably found the idea a trifle repugnant, and the 
miserable rabble of lumpenproletariat that infested the nation since its dawn, and which were 
more likely to give out the latest baseless rumor or crackpot theory than any useful intel on 
current affairs. But there was no point just sulking and skulking about. He had time before his 
afternoon appointment, time it was senseless to waste — he strode across the dusty road, thrust 


open the grimy black door, and entered the darkness. 


A lazy countryfied draw] blurted forth from the jukebox, filling the air with suffocating 
languor. Crabs in a bucket. Barry could sense it. There was nothing visibly wrong, nothing 
offensive in the lyrics, malicious on the weary, wary faces of the wrinkled old patrons. The 
darkness was overdone, but that was simply the style of these would-be “honkytonk”-type 
saloons. It didn’t even smell all that revolting. Taken at the face-value given to it by the five 
base senses, such a saloon, however dingy, could very well be a favorite haunt of some 
upstanding working people, sight of jollity and relaxation after toil undertaken as-much-but-not- 
more for personal benefit as for the health and welfare of our great nation. It should be an 
inoffensive corner of goodhearted revelry. But Barry had that sixth sense often claimed, and 
occasionally possessed, by officers of the law. It was impossible to explain how it worked, but it 


worked. He knew when he was looking at an ordinary, wholesome honkytonk. 
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What he was looking at was crabs in a bucket. 


He sauntered up to the dark, dingy bar. The barkeep was polishing a glass. He polished. 
He had a chin-wattle and receding hair. He looked at Barry. Barry looked at him. He looked at 
Barry. Barry looked at him. He looked at Barry. Barry looked at him. He looked at Barry. 


Barry looked at him. Their expressions didn’t change. He looked at Barry. Barry looked at him. 


“Tl have a ginseng tea.” 


The barkeep pulled a teacup and some dried ginseng root up from under the counter. He 
put the cup under the hot water spigot. He pulled the thing to make the hot water come out. He 
filled the cup up with hot water. He put the dried ginseng in the cup. He slammed the cup down 
in front of Barry, displacing a good part of the water. He looked at Barry. Barry looked at him. 


After waiting the proper amount of time, Barry sipped. 


“This tea tastes like shit,” he said. 


“Ten creds,” said the barkeep. 


“T’m taking this to consumer protection.” 


“We don’t got consumer protection in this town.” 


“Well your tea tastes like shit and I’m not paying for it. So you can just deal with that.” 


“FAT MAN!” 


From out of a corner, a giant, lumpy, big, rotund, sizeable, and morbidly obese “FAT 
MAN” lumbered with waddling steps. He had hanging sidewhiskers. His bald head, which he 


patted often, was shiny. He smiled evil-like. 


“Yeah boss. I got this.” 
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Barry didn’t hesitate. He gave a striding straight jab directly to the big guy’s bellybutton. 
His blubbery bulk rippled like waves of a lard sea. “Awww,” he moaned. He passed gas. 
Several wrinkly old patrons fainted from the vile odor. Next, while the big man was distracted, 
Barry leapt into the air and did a spinning kick to the guy’s head. “OW! Okay, but you could 
really hurt someone with that. I mean concussions are real things you know. Are you the guy 
who beat Drip Dry Eyes yesterday?” Barry nodded, impassive. The big man turned to grab a 
napkin, then, scrounging in his pocket, found a linty old pen. Barry obligingly signed his 


autograph onto the napkin. 


“ALRIGHT! I want both of you out of my establishment. And don’t come back! 


Understood?” The barkeep looked at Barry. Barry looked at him. 


“Come on,” said Barry. “This place is for chumps. Next time, get some proper ginseng.” 


“T’m hungry,” said the big man as they walked towards the boardwalk. 


“Two pieces of advice,” said Barry. “First, lose some weight. Second, join the wrestling 
setup on the boardwalk, down by the sea. You can make money if you’re good. Much better 


than hanging around in bars.” 


“Hey, that’s kinda forward! We only just met.” 


“True. But a., you just attacked me even though I didn’t do anything to you. And b., I 


wouldn’t say it if it wasn’t really good advice. I’m Barry, by the way.” 


“Nice to meet you. I’m Pardoylios. When we get to the boardwalk, you down for a chili 


dog?” 
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“Tl find something. So what’s the haps around-and-about? I’m new to Galvanite. New 


to this whole area actually.” 


“Oh, it’s pretty boring. Only news I’ve heard lately that’s worth mentioning is that big 
Southwestern wrestling tournament that they’re putting on in West Pueblos City. All the tough 
desert tribes should be there. I think in about two weeks from now? I don’t know, I can’t keep 


track of that kinda stuff.” 


Magnificent, thought Barry. I might be able to make it to West Pueblos City if I cut a 


straight line. Out loud he asked, “Do remember if it was multi-day?” 


Pardoylios squinted slightly. “I think it’s supposed to go for like almost a week. If you 
can beat even old out-of-practice Drip Dry Eyes in a casual match, you should go there. That’s 


tough, bro. I wish I could beat him with one hand tied behind his back.” 


“Well, he might have use for you. We’ll just have to ask him. If you get that practice in, 


you could develop a lot more self-discipline than from just barbrawls.” 


‘Fo’ shizzle.” 


They arrived at the boardwalk entrance. Drip Dry was leaning on a post, loitering. He 
cocked a brow when he saw the group approach. “Found a new friend, Barry?” Barry made the 
introductions. Drip Dry was clearly trying to be as politely discreet as possible about the 
twitching of his nostrils — he would be able to pick up a wealth about the newcomer’s character 
without needing to talk. This moment was when things would likely be decided. “Well,” said 
Drip Dry, “I’m hungry. Let’s get something quick from the stands over there. I’ve got a few 
things to tell Barry about, Pardoylios. You might find you’re in over your head, but I’ll explain 


everything eventually.” 
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That settled it. If Drip Dry’s smell power had determined so quickly and conclusively 
that Pardoylios could be let in on details, not only from his personal history, but of potentially 
enormous political consequence, then Pardoylios must have been trustworthy indeed. Healthy 
normal dogs often seem to have uncanny abilities of character assessment based on smell 
(though of course, how they respond to the data, depends on the individual dog.) But dogs rarely 
have the self-discipline to hone and perfect this ability. Drip Dry couldn’t possess the full range 
of canine abilities, being a human who simply had a dogs’ head. But what he lost in instinct and 
spontaneity, he was able, in the instance of olfactory character assessment, to make up for with 
meticulous scientific analysis and informed training. His olfactory abilities in this regard were 
virtually infallible, as every wrestling-kid knew. What every experienced alchemist knew, was 
that this wasn’t just something made up for promo-stories, some element of “kayfabe” — it was a 


genuine ability, with genuine practical benefits. 


Pardoylios wasted no time getting his footlong chili cheese dog with fries and a sodapop. 
Both Barry and Drip Dry got salads from the soycart, heaped high with spinach, berries, tofu and 
edamame. “You guys love that health stuff,’ Pardoylios observed. “So indeed we do,” Drip Dry 
said. “And you might not have realized, but tofu and fresh edamame is among the most 
strengthening foodstuffs. This is still not widely known, but one of the most harmful myths 
propagated within the fitness world is the idea that soybeans cause weakness. In fact, this myth 
was created by jealous strength trainers to fool gullible youth into overlooking the power of 
soybean foods. Of course, you shouldn’t use too much soy sauce — that’s common sense. But as 
for edamame and tofu, all the most powerful wrestlers consider themselves ‘soyboys,’ as we like 


to say.” 
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“Wow,” said Pardoylios, “thanks for schooling me. Do you think a diet with more soy 


could help me lose weight?” 


“Everything else being equal, and with a careful watch on sodium and fatty oil intake, I 
think a diet high in tofu and edamame could make you mighty. Join us, Pardoylios. Soyboys 


1”? 


will rule the world!” He licked up the last bit of tofu and spinach, making less fuss over table 
manners for such a casual meal than he had at last evening’s fine dining establishment. “But 


now, let me continue with what I was telling Barry the evening before...” 


15. Rebel Without a Paws 


“If these breeder worms are spitting out lifelike imposters,” said Phil, “at the constant rate I think 
they are, it’s only a matter of time before they destroy my business. That’s why I need to destroy 
them all. But how? Where do they come from? These questions — which, I dare to imagine, are 
now preoccupying your own mind — have distracted me for months. They’ve taken up all my 
time. Breeder worms dance through my dreams, spitting out tortuga and deputies and dawgoid 
imposters and all the other many strange and horrible footsoldiers they’re capable of producing. 
They’re bad dudes, Drippy old boy. But they’re not smart enough to act alone. I have no leads. 


If this keeps up, me and my lieutenants will be driven into hiding.” 


“That looks like where I’m headed too,” said Drip Dry. 


The slime was already seeping into the ground. Soon there would be no sign left that the 
chaotic breeder worm had ever existed. The floor-lights still blinked colorfully within their glass 
tombs, but no music played. A silence and a stillness had fallen on the dancefloor. And Drip 


Dry thought of how hollow his life had started to seem, even before all this trouble. Had he 
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really ever believed in staying in a marriage that all the magic had gone out of? Had he ever 
really been concerned with becoming a restaurant magnate? Was his development of a lack of 
shame at promoting things like toys and doggie biscuits a function of mature perspective and 
realism, as he so-often told himself? Was he really as happy with his motives now as when he 
started? New motives creep in on us. And when we’re young, we don’t possess the same 
complacency about our motives. We grow older, and we tell ourselves stories about youth. No 
sooner is youth past, than we say things like, “Look at all the energy I had!” We blame the 
laziness of our motives on a lack of energy. Or perhaps it’s the weight of responsibility, 
spinning our personal duties into something much greater than they really are, when we know 
that if we disappeared tomorrow, those responsibilities would be taken over without difficulty, 
that there may even be people who would get something out of the tasks that no longer give us 
anything. But we don’t think about that. We can’t. Who wants to contemplate disappearing 
tomorrow, and not being needed? And who wants to acknowledge that the changes-for-the- 
worse we’ve taken since youth, might not be due to an immutable advantage in the nature of 
youth - that it could be shortcoming that, for years, we’ve avoided addressing, though we would 


have been perfectly capable of it? 


Drip Dry looked at the chipped watch lying on the floor, so recently the implement of 
nut-punishment for a goon who no longer existed. What kind of an existence was this? To be 
spewed into the world, with the function of disappearing rapidly when your use was exhausted? 
He felt like a murderer. But any remotely significant damage caused the goons to die — and 
without being damaged, the goons would continue to rampage and would, themselves, take 
human lives. Could they be restrained? He hated to think it, but — better if they were never born. 


What a cold thought. And yet it was hard to argue with. Life seemed doomed, for such as them, 
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to be worthless suffering. But who could judge that? Who living could be entrusted with that 
responsibility, could be viewed with confidence of possessing that capacity — the capacity to 


know what did and didn’t constitute a worthwhile existence? 


This was deep shit. In so many ways, Drip Dry was looking at some deep shit. He shook 


his head from side to side. 


“Let’s break this down. What kind of power structure is equipped to send out units like 


this?” 


“Aww shit man, I don’t know.” 


“Tt has to be big enough to have the power, but secretive enough to do all this in stealth. 


The only organization I can immediately think of like that, is Dawg Boys.” 


“Are you serious? I thought you were a real dogface. I can barely keep this crummy 
discotheque solvent. You think the bozos I hire could keep it secret if I had an army of big green 
caterpillars stashed in the basement? I’m surprised a bookkeeper doesn’t just give away all my 


tax documents.” 


“T don’t think you did this. You don’t have to keep working to convince me. There are 


easier ways to sell dope-“ 


“Umm, brilliant observation there, Mr. Nobel Prize.” 


‘okay, alright, easy-does-it. All I’m saying is that there has got to be a fairly narrow 
window. If an organization was too big, it couldn’t keep these shenanigans secret for more than 
a couple of days, and you say you’ve been dealing with this for months. If it was too small, it 


couldn’t have the resources for all this. Of course, it may be getting help from outside sources. 
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But to even send these guys out constantly would require a well-organized central authority. 


You really have no leads?” 


“No, not even close. And I can’t stand thinking about working on this another night 


alone...” 


Drip Dry sat for a time, his expression unchanging, looking into the middle distance. 


“We made love that evening,” he finally said, with a level tone. 


“Drip Dry,” Barry said. “You don’t have to tell us anything personal that you don’t want 


to. I’m sure we can work well together-” 


“Thank you, Barry. But I think it’s important. Even if there’s a remote possibility it 
could be of value, I should give you all the info I can pertaining to the situation. It was the first 
time I’d been in bed with anybody since the divorce.” Pardoylios put a hand to his mouth, then 
lowered it quickly. “We went to his place. I can’t explain what chemistry we had. I usually say 
opposites attracting is a myth, but I guess there’s a truth behind every myth. Anyway, the few 
months we were together, it eased my pain... a little. And it helped us stay focused on 


researching who could be behind the imposters and the bioterrorism.” 


“What did ya find out?” asked Pardoylios. 


“Mainly rumor and innuendo. But after months of digging, we felt like we had a few 
leads. That’s when we decided we were too conspicuous. We would have to go underground 
and split up. My lawyers came to an “amicable agreement,” aka I paid those slimeball managers 


out to leave me alone — it was chump change once they realized how little of a case they would 
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have if they really pursued it. The restaurants were shuttered, the name, put to rest. And Phil 
headed on the road with his boys. And I headed on the road the other direction. Eventually, I 


ended up here, in good ol’ Galvanite. 


“But obviously you’re wondering, ‘Why Galvanite?’ And that, my fine feathered finks, 
is a story for after we show the good people some demonstration wrestling on the boardwalk. 
Pardoylios, just watch for today. Get comfortable with the idea of what we’re doing. Chew it 


over in your head. Come on, gang! Let’s jump to it!” 


That evening, after a day of standard action for a standard crowd, the trio took their seats at a 
standard seaside diner. “I’m starving,” said Pardoylios. “Imagine how hungry I am,” said Barry, 
“T actually did something.” It was nearly as hazy now as it had been yesterday, and the light had 
faded so quickly that, with the cool breeze coming in from the ocean, it was as if winter was 
getting a head start. After an eternity of muggy weather, Barry was fine with it. A thought came 


unbidden into his head — What is T Town? He filed it. 


Drip Dry ordered avocado toast. Barry ordered avocado toast. 


“T’ll have an avocado toast,” Pardoylios said boldly. 


Drip Dry started right back in, “It was a relief to be on the road. Between lawyers and 
the divorce settlement, I was almost wiped out financially. I was ready to cut my losses. Before 
I started really getting serious about wrestling, I felt like I didn’t belong anywhere. As I 
improved, I started to feel a real bond with my peers. That’s great. But it was more than that. I 
started to feel like I belonged to the group. And this sounds like a pure positive. But what I’ve 


realized since then, is that it’s hard to find a group for an honest reason. The more honest a 
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person you are, the more integrity you possess — and there’s no possession more valuable — the 
less likely you’ll come across a group of people that you can really point to as ‘my people,’ as 


the group you fit perfectly into. 


“Because you have to give in. There’s no way you can match the group on everything. 
Somewhere, sometime, you have to change your opinions to accommodate the group. Change is 
healthy, it’s vital, when it’s in the service of growth. But spin it however you like, there’s gonna 
be a point when you’re changing just to fit in better with the group. Even if you don’t know it at 


the time. 


“Groupthink is pernicious. First you join the group, and you find that you broadly agree 
with most, if not all, of the major things the group believes — the “big O” Opinions, that you have 
to subscribe to, as a prerequisite of even being accepted. This is likely an honest alignment of 
beliefs, or you wouldn’t have been attracted in the first place. But you may hold in reserve the 
details of your “small 0” opinions, the ones that don’t matter quite as much to the group. But 
there’s time. And over time, you shift your views to align with the group on smaller and smaller 


matters. And eventually, there’s no “o” left. And you’re pinioned. 


“T was pinioned to the groupthink of the wrestling world. I had grown to accept a 
superficial, hollow lifestyle that I had always seen through, deep down, but that I had seen 
people I respected, “my people,” adopt one-by-one, until almost no big name wrestler of any 
note did things any differently. The obvious exception was Jazzy Jayhawk, but he was always 
his own separate universe. Frequently, some other big name would start in with things like, 
“Jayhawk can’t sustain this hype forever. He’s got real skill, but his tricks are starting to show. 
The cracks in his wrestling game will be too obvious soon,” or, “Jayhawk has had a good run, 


but it seems like he’s running outta tricks. He’ll probably not be able to keep up, start taking 
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loses, and have to mainly be marketing his personality within the year.” And remember, this was 
eight, nine years ago. We willed ourselves to believe stuff like this, because deep down, we 
were insulted that M. Dr. Jayhawk showed how you could live a better way than ours, and still 
be at the top of the game. Not coincidentally, whoever it was that was saying that stuff, it was 
like there was acurse. It was they themselves who would start to slip up and show cracks. So 
people just stopped saying it, and we didn’t talk about him much. But it was never really about 


Jazzy Jayhawk. It was about us. About our own shortsightedness in life. 


“Now I was seeing new horizons. I hadn’t asked for this and wouldn’t have wanted it. 
But it was exhilarating. I was freed, and I hadn’t known I was caged. Now I was searching 
different places where Phil’s Dawg Boy scouts had seen breeder worm activity. I was still a 
minor celebrity — hardly an ideal undercover agent. But I would just stop in, do some 
demonstration wrestling, and get to know the people. Before long I was known as a travelling 
instructor, an educator. But I was starting to be seen as really past my prime. And the more I 
went around, the more impossible I found the idea of going back to the industry. So I just kept 
moving. Finding out what I could. I’m still going, and I’m only in Galvanite until I get another 


lead — it’s a stop along the road. 


“What I’ve found out, basically — all I’ve really been able to piece together in eight long 


years — is that the Central Government still exists, and they’re trying to create a police force.” 


“Those dastards!” cried Barry. Pardoylios looked puzzled — “I thought the Central 


Government was just a myth.” 


“Would that that were the case,” said Drip Dry. “But they exist, and I’ve spent 


harrowing nights confronting the horror of their projects. It has left me a changed man. But I 
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fear it’s worse than that. I think there’s a real possibility that the Central Government is such a 
deep rot in the structure of human society, that it can never be fully eradicated — we can only 


minimize the damage.” 


Barry ruffled his nose. “Sounds like defeatist claptrap. Where there’s a will, there’s 


always a way.” 


Drip Dry Eyes looked melancholy. “I'd like to believe. What do you propose, friend 


Barry, as a next step?” 


“Simple. I propose a deal — you scratch my back, I scratch yours. Because in fact, our 
goals are not dissimilar. If my fungal concentrates can be perfected, they could cure all Central 
Government agents of programming. At the potion’s current strength, however, there isn’t 
enough fungus in all the forests of the nation for this task. I need to get to M. Dr. Jayhawk, to 
discover his secrets of potency, among others — and that’s just the beginning of how he can help 
us. To gain access to him, we should start by forming a tag team. Pardoylios tells of a wrestling 
event happening soon in West Pueblos City, Metropolis of the Southwesternlands. Do you think 


we could make it there in two weeks?” 


“T know the one you speak of. I’d need a day to pack. But if we left the day after 
tomorrow, I have no doubt we should make it in time, unless some mishap befell us. I will mull 
your idea over, sleep on it, and get back to you with stratagems on the morrow. But I like it. It 
has a good sound. I’ve done lots of looking. Perhaps, now that I have your help, it’s time we 
tackled the matter head on. We can’t kill all the breeder worms. And this isn’t a game — despite 
the name “Central Government,” we can’t just go to some central location and beat up our 


problem there — that’s not how history works. To really confront the problem, we need 
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something else. We need to change minds, so that the followers of the Central Government are 
able to wrestle free from the control it has on them. And the value of Jayhawk to this enterprise 
could be inestimable. I feel that his is the voice of destiny, calling to us! But to get to him, we’ll 


need to work hard, and to really wrastle.” 


“Wrastle yo’ problems,” muttered Pardoylios reflectively. 


“Yes... that has a nice ring to it,” said Barry. “That could be our tag team name! 


“Wrastle Yo Problemz.’ What say ye?” 


“T love it,” said Drip Dry. “Pardoylios, should we decide to go, would you want to 


accompany us? It could be an invaluable experience.” 


“T aint’ doin’ shit here. Count me in. [ll help however I can. Also, this avocado stuff is 


pretty filling.” 


The three men laughed heartily. 


Barry was earlier than last night heading down the arbor avenue to the Grande Olde Inne. He 
opened the grande olde fronte doore. There was a small reception of folks in nice clothes, for 
what occasion, it was impossible to tell. Glasses clinked lightly. And a pianist was seated at the 
Steinway, tapping away. His music was basic. Evening piano standards. Not overwhelmingly 
sentimental, but neither was it on the cutting edge of artistic risk-taking. None of that really 


mattered. Barry had a seat a discreet distance. 


And listened. Because it didn’t matter that the musician wasn’t a genius. The piano was. 


The piano was a musical genius of timeless transcendence. Whoever had played the piano in the 
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Golden Days, whether they were great musicians or not, had infused and invested the grain of the 
woodwork, the vibrancy of the strings, the very molecular structure of the keys and pedals, with 
indelible emotions that accrued a sort of spiritual interest over the ages. Barry closed his eyes, 


saw the blue vibrations with his third eye. Oh, that jazzed. It jazzed real good. 


He sat like that for a while. Then the pianist stopped playing. And Barry opened his eyes 
almost immediately, as it occurred to him how mundane of a fellow this musician really was, 
how regular this little group of people really was. And Barry smiled. [f you knew what angels 


lurked in your midst. What angels. 


He lay down to sleep. And the dreams weren’t as quick. But they came. They came. 


He was high. Darn high. He looked down, and there, well below, were the twirling blue 


blots of the dancers. Yet farther, the twinkle of the Moon on water was visible. He looked up. 
Now that’s what I call MOON. 
Did it loom? You ask. Well. It was a loom-and-a-half. This Moon LOOMED. 


Now he was getting closer to this Moon. And a bright yellow invaded all of space. He 
saw the crags, the valleys, gaining definition, coming to meet him. The curvature of the Moon’s 
circle was getting flatter and flatter, the mountains were sticking out more and more. He must 
have been going at incredible speed. He realized he couldn’t look down any longer. And then, 
down was up anyway, and he spun and alighted on the very highest mountaintop, towering far 


above all others. 


And he wasn’t alone. 
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There in front of him stood the utterly nude, hypermuscled figure of an ancient witch. 
His third eye left him no doubt that she was a powerful practitioner of the mystic arts, a Wiccan 
wunderkind who probably had more than a smattering of alchemical knowledge — in fact, he 
wouldn’t be surprised if she were at least as learned as he in alchemy, on top of her probably 
supreme mastery of witchcraft and proficiency in any number of other arcane studies. And it 


was hard to imagine her with any clothes on. 


“And you'd be right,” she said in a not-humorless cronerasp. “On all countsss.” 


Barry took in her figure. Towering, angular, her form naturally made largely 
androgynous by the masses of muscles, she was different from Drip Dry Eyes in that here 
angular body had all the strength and definition, but little of the aesthetic beauty. Hers had been 
a building regimen totally unconcerned with creating nice appearance, and indeed the taut 
angularity and even the sharpness of her corners made her presence more intimidating. Her few 
strand of hair hung in strings from her shiny cranium, but somehow, in spite of all the factors that 
would indicate otherwise, she didn’t have a combative aura. Her nose was pointy and, by witch 
standards, not overly large. In height, she must have been a long-but-sturdy seven-and-a-half 
feet, but her head looked like it would fit on a normal old granny without problem. In all, she 
was a living expression of individuality, and Barry could only admire. This was one tough 


witch. 


“You mirin’ Dearie? Listen real quick,” the witch said. “You know that woman calling 
herself ‘Morgo’? I’d take what she has to say with a grain of salt. Believe me or don’t. Well, be 


seein’ ya before too long.” And with that, she vanished in a puff of thin moonsmoke. 
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16. When You Wish Upon a Star 


Another hazy day in Galvanite. 


Barry went down and had some fruit and yogurt. He went out into town. He walked 
through the streets. The old houses were yet more reticent than they had been, the town yet more 
deserted-seeming. Not even a sign of a lumpenproletariat to clutter the desolation. How much 


longer? How much longer? 


He walked to where the church had crumbled the other day. He walked into the damp 
rubble. It seemed to have shrunk since yesterday. He navigated to where the pulpit would have 
been. He turned to look at the view facing what would have been the congregation. The squat 
darkness of the saloon across the street was like a small rectangular spot of tumorous fungus 
upon a landscape of lonely emptiness. Empty loneliness. Barry didn’t have time for this shit. 


Galvanite, you had your chance. And you blew it. 


He walked towards the beach. Without looking for anything in particular, he came upon 
an old dark house he hadn’t noticed before, crowned with steeples caving in under the weight of 
ivy. He vaulted the rusted gate and walked up to the moldering door. It stank of woodrot. He 
kicked it into a thousand splinters. He stepped into the stinking, moldering hallway. He 
approached the unstable, woodrotting stairs. He leapt to the top in a single bound. The stairs 
collapsed for no reason. He turned a stinking corner to enter the rotting master bedroom. A 
giant, stinking black-widow spider, the size of an adult human, sat on a rotting wooden stool in 
the center of the room. It was turned towards the door, awaiting his coming. The room stank of 
a longing like he had never smelled before, a hollow longing so profound it overpowered even 


the woodrot. This was a longing that had percolated for centuries, in much the same process as 
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the brilliance that had aged like a fine wine within the piano. And in its own sick and powerless 
way, this longing was just as strong, just as potent. It was a powerlessness so powerful, it broke 
down all barriers, all barriers. The spider seemed immune to it. Perhaps it had grown 


accustomed. 


“You'll never find satisfaction this way, you know,” it said to Barry nonchalantly. 


Barry strode across the room and delivered a standing side kick that sent it flying out a 
yellowed, mostly-broken window and a good ways into the front yard, where it landed in a shady 
spot, its back meeting the turf with a thump. He turned towards the direction of the boardwalk 
and, launching himself into the air, did a flying jumpkick clean-through the second story wall, 
sending ten thousand damp, harmless splinters in all directions. He landed in an easy crouch on 
the front lawn not far from the spider, and quickly regaining his stride, jumped over the fence 
and marched onwards. The spider, well-dazed, propped itself on its elbows and turned to watch 


Barry, just in time to see him disappear down the street. It shook its head. 


After another day of demonstrations, the trio sat down at a generic local taco parlor to eat their 


cheese enchiladas. Dining in Galvanite was dragging on Barry’s soul. 


“Okay, listen,” said Drip Dry. The group leaned their heads closer in. “I’m not telling 
anything to the tourism association. I bought a used carriage and two speedmules from an 
associate. I’m well connected in town, he didn’t ask questions. The speedmules should be good 
animals. The carriage has plenty of feed and water. It’s a rickety old carriage. It should be fine 
to get us to West Pueblos City, at which time we can hopefully find Barry’s group. They’ll have 


to be pretty incompetent not to make it to this tournament. Pardoylios, if you could act as 
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coachman, that would be ideal. We will be heading straight through the dangerous arid regions 
between the coast and the desert proper. The good news is that I have intimate familiarity of 
where towns are located — at least I haven’t heard of any towns going out of existence since I last 
visited. When I say ‘towns’ I mainly mean outposts, where we can keep stocked on our 


provisions. I put a conservative estimate for reaching West Pueblos City at a week and a half. 


‘A lot can happen in that time. It’s a risk. But it’s worth it. I have the carriage stabled at 
the Grande Olde Galvanite Inne, so we should meet at the stable there at dawn and head straight 


out. Everyone got it?” 


“T’m down,” said Pardoylios. “Lez’ do this thang.” 


Barry approached the hotel for the last time. He looked up at it. It was grande indeed. 
Wellpreserved. Yet it didn’t feel like it was from out of another era. It merely felt 
wellpreserved. He looked towards the ocean. A light haze. Someday, the haze would come in 
force, and carry the tattered remains of Galvanite off to some world of pale longing. Then there 
would be nothing left but the saloons and the lumpenproletariat, milling about in a landscape of 


shallow dunes — and they wouldn’t notice a change. 


He walked into the lobby. This time, the pianist was back at the keys, but a different 
small group, more businesslike, was clinking glasses and murmuring to one another. Barry sat 
down to listen. The small group turned to look at him. It was as if they had been waiting to do 
this, as if it had been orchestrated. He looked back at them. They looked. He looked. They 
looked. He looked. They looked. He looked. One of them looked away briefly, then looked 


right back, as if to psych him. He looked. 
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They looked. He looked. 


And they looked at him, and he looked at them, and he thought of all the beauty, all the 
grace and prowess that this piano had payed witness to, and now these idiots were standing there 
thinking that it was all for them. They thought these things belonged to them, when it was 
obvious to anyone that they wouldn’t know the true meaning of the things if it went up and bit 
them on the ass. They had been told. And they thought as they were told. And Barry sparred a 


moment of pity for them. They looked. He looked. 


And the pianist played on, and he was a little better than the night before, and when it 
became clear even to them that their looking was having no effect, they went on with their 
muttering and chortling, and their finishing of their glasses and getting of another. And the piano 
Played. It really Played. And Barry reflected, that without something as sad and miserable and 
seemingly worthless as the pale longing of Galveston, there could never really be something like 
this Steinway, that was Great in a way no ghost could ever be. If there weren’t two things, there 


could be, would be, nothing. And Barry felt a modicum of solace, a quantum of contentment. 


And then the pianist, tired stiff, finally stopped. And the group guffawed in their 
triviality, and Barry felt pity without having to set a moment aside for it. And he went up, and 


opened the door, and climbed into bed, and slept. And slept. 


And dreamt. 


He was gliding free-and-easy across the lunar skyscape, his mood effervescent as a 
sparrow on the wing, or a mineral water on one’s birthday. The surface below was like luminous 


cheddar sculpted into a treeless facsimile of the Great Western Mountains. A ravine came into 
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view. He dived. He could feel the guiding strings of the witch of last night. “Got something 


real useful, Dearie. You’re gonna love it.”» Somehow, his heart knew to accept the challenge. 


The ravine deepened. And deepened. It became darker, the luminosity of the walls to 
either side becoming a dull yellow-ochre glow in the depths. Deeper, farther. Even the glow 
was fading. As it was becoming almost imperceptible, a spot of baleful orange light appeared 
ahead and below. He went towards it. It was a ragged tunnel into the pure moonstone of the 
chasm floor, slanting diagonally downwards. He entered its confines and, even in his 
incorporeal dreamform, felt a sort of odd moonheat, like-unto lunar hades in the Moon’s 
moonheart. It was a heat that penetrated in a subtle way, without scorching the outside before 
hitting the inside — but not like radioactive heat, that caused the inside to rot away. Rather, in 


moderation, this moonheat of the moonheart could be beneficial... to the right audience. 


He followed the tunnel. Tunneling without sign of end. Then, as he was getting 
accustomed to not waiting for an end, the tunnel opened into a massive pit. Looking up, he saw 
a moonstone roof was not far overhead — this pit was not easily accessible to the surface. He 
looked to the sides and down — no other clear entrances. Now the baleful orange was fading to a 
dark orange-red that got redder and darker the farther down the pit went. He floatingly 
descended. Gradually, the pit widened. After a while, the sides developed ledges which 
supported great craggy stalagmites. Where the moisture came from, Barry couldn’t say — 
perhaps the moonheat caused the moonstone to sweat like cheese, and this sweat accrued in piles 


in the strangeness of lunar gravitation. 


Finally, after nearly as long as the tunnel-trip, he came to the dark floor of the pit. The 
atmosphere was still and baleful in this great rocky plain. The walls were far, but visible. The 


topography of the bottom was one of desolation. Nothing had stirred for eons, and it would 
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continue so for eons more, he reckoned. There was only one distinguishing point, an imposing 
dark-moonstone double door not far from where he landed, flanked by great ledges of stalactites 
rising grandly up, in atmosphere like some entryway to the hall of a mountain king, or a hadean 
haunt of baleful bandits. This spot stood out starkly from all its surroundings — above the door 


was a colorful sign. In bright, flourished neon cursive, it elaborately but classily spelled out — 


Club Bizarre. 


“Try the door, Dearie,” the powerful witch telepathically told Barry. 


The great double door opened with a cyclopean creaking, a sepulchral scraping, an eon-groan 


and a small shower of dark-moonstone-powder dust. And the strange light was upon him. 


The air was pumping with the vibrations of entrancing electronic techno sounds, but the 
atmosphere was laid-back, in the same sense as the best coffee shops — an ambiance that was 
casual, yet thrumming with ideas. And more than ideas. Inspiration. Because Barry quickly 
saw that within the crowd, there was a practical who’s-who of arcane and archaic studies. It was 
a hopping joint. Judging by the unique physiognomies of many in the crowd, he guessed that 
there might even be arcane scholars and scientists from across the galactic sector. He could not 
overlook a bust of Finklin that sat above the bar — no other Demigods were portrayed anywhere 
in the bar. Barry was too heretical by nature to pay much head to theology — did Finklin have 
some interest in arcane studies? Hard to imagine. It was probably his association with adventure 
that made him a fitting figurehead. Other than that, the décor was fairly sparse — the interior- 


decoration plan of Club Bizarre emphasized the clientele, not the digs. 
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Nearly entranced by the music and the atmosphere, enchanted despite himself to discover 
such scintillating scholarly culture near the center of the Moon, Barry made his way like one 
awake, winding towards the bar counter as he glanced through the crowd. The bar had a few 
alcoholic items, and more cannabinoid ones, but its main focus was on eclectic herbals of every 
sort. Barry didn’t have to think about what he wanted. A slightly octopoid barkeep poked into 
view. “Get me a ginseng tea, my good fellow,” said Barry, without looking away from the 


crowd. He had a feeling this was a good place for one. 


“Hundred-year-old good?” 


“My fine man. If you had even the slightest notion of the drinks I’ve tolerated, you 


would have no doubt that hundred-year-old is good enough for me.” 


The barkeep plopped it down. “Hot water tap’s over there when you want more,” he 


said, pointing a facetendril. 


“One moment. Before I drink this, I don’t have any way to remunerate you for it.” 


“Legal tender? In a dreamclub? Faith and begorrah, pray to the Demigods of the infinite 
corners it never comes to that. There’ll be hell to pay! No, rest assured, good gentleman, we do 


this because we like to do it.” 


“Bless you, friend. And might I ask who the venerable ‘We’ of this distinguished 


establishment is?” 


“You might. But you’ll do better to ask over there.” Barry followed the direction of his 
face tendril. Leaning against a high round table, the powerful witch was lost in conversation — 


with Drip Dry Eyes! 
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“Thanks-upon-thanks, and this tea is exquisite,” he told the barkeep between sips. 
“Demigod willing, you haven’t seen the last of me.” The barkeep waved a friendly face tendril, 
and Barry was through the crowd. He nearly brushed shoulders with an arcane mineralogist he 
would have dearly loved to attempt to engage in discussion, but he couldn’t get distracted. This 
was aremarkable thing. The whole establishment was remarkable, so-much-so that he felt he 
must be awake — but to guide Drip Dry Eyes, for all intents and purposes a legendary yet 
ultimately-earthly wrestler, into a highly disciplined dreamspace? There was much Barry did not 


understand. And he was prepared to do something about it. 


Drip Dry turned. “Barry, you’ve come. This is really an amazing pleasure.” Barry was 
deeply ashamed of his amusement in noting that Drip Dry was clearly doing his level-best not to 
let his tongue hang out too much in a display of panting. The poor fellow was still selfconscious, 
even after all his success. “It’s all new to me!” Yes, it was the real Drip Dry — Barry was 


certain. 


“Yes, and doubly surprising, I’m sure,” the witch said, “for one who isn’t used to 
disciplined dreaming. A common misconception is that dreaming is a function of the mind 
inherently at odds with any practice of scholarly discipline. I’m afraid this speaks darkly about 


the ordinary human understanding of what ‘discipline’ is.” 


“T couldn’t agree more,” said Barry, “and it’s a fascinating subject. But tell me, my good 
Witchypoo, what is the function of this club? How did you know M. Drip Dry Eyes and [ are in 
cahoots these days? And what is the purpose —“ he took a sip — “other than some phenomenal 


beverages, of bringing us both here? What’s your game, Witchypoo?” 
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“’Witchypoo’ yourself,” said the witch. “I know this is sudden, but you don’t gotta be an 
arsehole about it. The purpose is really just to be a hangout for arcane people. The name Club 
Bizarre is kinda ironic. It’s slightly strange that it’s inside the moon, that you have to be 
dreaming, that there’s magical people from other planets. But actually, when you boil it all 
down, it’s a pretty ordinary club. What brings people here isn’t any kind of special kick, other 
than arcane scholarship. Kinda a shame, really. Some fetish stuff could be way more 


interesting...” 


“T know this shows how straightlaced I am,” Drip Dry said, “but I find it pretty 
interesting as-is! I mean, I don’t know anything about this kind of stuff, but there must be some 


really consequential conversations to the world of arcana that take place in these walls.” 


“Yeah I guess.” The witch wrinkled her crone nose. “Actually, most arcane scholars are 
not that interesting to talk to. A lot of times all they think about is themselves and how important 
whatever they’re studying is. Pretty lame to-be-honest. Which is why I was excited when this 
asshole-“ she motioned to Barry- “got on the shortlist, because his mycological work is actually 
doing something worthwhile. If N. Deerins and the other compounds get going, it could really 
help break the mental shackles of Central Government slaves, so-long-as it can be administered. 
And that’s basically the only way we know of to ever weaken any central government anywhere. 


You've got to get through to the chumps. Which is the hardest thing in the world. 


“So when I heard Drip Dry Eyes — one of my favorite wrestlers from on holobroadcast 
back in the day — great bod even now, by the way — when [ heard that you were helping, I said, 
‘get him in here.’ Because this is really a main part of the plan. If you guys get separated, you 
can meet up here in dream. And you can discuss things here, without being overheard out there. 


Unfortunately, that big baldo you’ve got chauffeuring you is just too plain stupid to get here yet, 
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but I checked on him, and he’s not a spy. Not that I’d be better at figuring that out than you, but 


peer reviews and all.” 


“Look,” said Drip Dry. “This is great. I’m thrilled you want to help us. But there’s 
something you’ve got to realize. We don’t know anything about you. You come out of 
nowhere, stark naked, and start in on how you’re on our side and want to give us all this free 
help, seemingly at great expense on your part. Now, I hate to look a gift horse in the mouth. But 
you must see how this could be misinterpreted. So the question is, what, exactly, is your true 


motive? I want to buy it, but-“ he narrowed his eyes- “what’s you game, witchy?” 


“First off,” the witch said with assumed-gravity, “I don’t know where you come off with 
this ‘stark naked’ stuff, acting like that little yellow speedo is hiding anything. What does that 


have to do with anything anyway? Second-“ 


Barry held up a hand. “Hold one moment, you two. I agree with the good witch — 
besides, you both have no cause to be ashamed of your bodies-“ Drip Dry put his head down 
slightly- “but it’s perhaps moot, because I’ve just recognized our benefactor. I hate to admit how 
amateur a dreamtraveler Iam. But it’s true — I had a normal muddling dreamblockage 
preventing me from immediately identifying a face I don’t see often. Drip Dry, this is none other 
than San Wortle. She’s one of the foremost practitioners of Wiccan arts and sciences working 


today, both on a practical and a scholarly level.” 


“That’s right,” said San. “Is the Sausage Patrol finally up to speed? Can we move 


forward a little? 


“Tt should be obvious to anyone why I, my peers at Club Bizarre, the whole arcane 


community — even the most insular basement-dwelling do-nothing — and indeed the world, would 
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wand Barry to have success in his quest for Jazzy Jayhawk. The Central Government uses 
explosive alchemy, one-of-if-not-the stupidest form, to cause massive destruction to its rivals. 
You just really have to see these guys at work to understand how stupid it is. Of course it was 
developed before almost anything else. First alchemists found out they couldn’t literally just 
turn lead into gold, because they were too stupid to know what ‘symbolism’ and ‘metaphor’ 
were. Then they made things go boom and that became the main point. During this time, 
witchcraft basically went entirely underground. Frustrated that they couldn’t ever find us, the 
Central Government began just killing random innocents, calling them witches for made-up 
reasons — it was really an ugly sight. We naturally allowed apothecarists — basically just 
glorified shop owners - to coopt our arts, because we didn’t want seriously ill people to have no 
chance at ever getting helpful medicine. You should have seen the messed-up stuff those 
apothecaries led to. Well, the course of history became such a mess that it would take forever to 


even cover the bases. 


“But the bottom line is, the Central Government realized it had two things going for it — 
making things go boom, and having lots of brainless goons. It couldn’t rightly just make its 
whole populace go boom whenever it didn’t like what they were doing. Pretty soon it wouldn’t 
have many citizens left! That left it with the ‘brainless goons’ option. In this scenario, if you’re 
a Central Government, your best bet is to create the impression that there’s one type of alchemy 
— explosive alchemy — and that’s basically it. You want your goons to have smooth sailing, and 
other types of alchemy can just be outlawed. Before long, they had weapons of destruction so 
terrible it’s inconceivable. If the Central Government ever returns, not only will it put an end to 
our fields of study being able to operate out in the open — it will all-but-definitely usher in 


another Time of the Hungry Ghosts. And that would definitely suck.” 
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“Tt would at that,” said Barry. “And it’s no shock that San and others might have guessed 
I was on to something big. I keep in regular correspondence with other scholars, both personally 


and through publications. It likely traveled up the grapevine to San.” 


“Traveled up the grapevine’? What, am I some douche who has ‘my people’ make little 
summaries for me of everything that’s going on out in the big scary world? I read your stuff for 


myself.” 


“T’m flattered.” 


“Don’t be. I didn’t read them to get your ego off. I read them because they’re good. 
Mycology is a great subject. And it’s obvious to anyone who’s been paying a bit of attention 
that this research has the potential to finally reverse the mutation that causes mental barriers in 
the minds of Central Government goons.” She turned to Drip Dry. “Who, remember, nine times 
out of ten, have been led to believe that they hate the Central Government, even as they 
scrupulously do its bidding. There’s no hope of conventionally reasoning with them — the mental 


barriers themselves have to come down.” 


“Great,” said Drip Dry, “but one thing’s been bugging me. Where’s Jazzy Jayhawk? 
This is a quest to find Jazzy Jayhawk. He’s a great scholar. This place is for great scholars. 


Invite him? Quest over? Or not?” He lifted his hand palms-up in a wavery shrug. 


“Excellent,” said Barry, nodding approval. 


“You just said it,” said San. “Why not get ahold of Jayhawk? Why not correspond with 
him? Get him on a hololink? Someone just find where he is and have someone go tell him 
something important is up? He’s smart, why hasn’t he got ahold of Barry? That’s the thing. We 


can’t contact Jayhawk. We can’t connect in dreams. He’ll write a brilliant article every-now- 
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and-then, but nobody knows where he mails it from. He’s been traveling from-place-to-place 
faster than anyone can keep up with. He definitely must know that Barry’s sitting on something 
incredible. The N. Deerins research is really just the most socially important — I mean, the most 
important — but there are directions here that could lead to cracking the power of the mushroom 
wide open. Anything is possible - who knows what’s at stake. But Jayhawk is a complete 
mystery. It really is insane that he’s virtually necessary to speed this research along. He has the 
secrets to strengthening the concentrates, allowing for worldwide distribution. We’ve seen time 
and again that he’s the one with the knowledge and expertise. It should just be anybody’s 
discovery to make, but every time, hell come out with something it takes us five years just to 
understand. Somehow, he really does hold all the cards. No one else can finish this research in 


our lifetime — I’d bet my bottom dollar he’ Il finish it within a month.” 


“Crazy,” said Drip Dry. “All I knew was that he’s the toughest wrestler.” 


“For going-on-twelve years now, as you know,” said San. “That aint’ natural. And with 
that, ’ ve gotta check with some other people. But remember — you can get here any evening. 
Now that you know where it is, just go right here. Barry, you may want to help Drippy at first, 
to get used to it. And since it’s dreamtime,” she said to Drip Dry, “it won’t take too long or 
interrupt your other dreaming to an unhealthy degree. Still, I recommend not spending more 
than two sense-hours, not that I could ever spend that long talking to most of the clientele 


without falling awake. “Til next time, losers.” And she walked off through the crowd. 


“Quite a woman,” Barry said after San had left. He swished his ginseng around the 
bottom of the cup. He didn’t need any more tea, and he knew he’d be back here all the time — 


plus he was literally asleep, it’s not like he was getting much benefit from the roots’ properties. 
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But this was so good that he had to get some more hot water. He looked over. Drip Dry was 


still looking intently in the direction San had left. 


17. Horse Play Nights 


The ragged wagon bounced and jerked along the dusty road. On either side, short dunes 
stretched off into the distance. It was a hazy morning. Pardoylios sat tiredly in front, keeping an 


eye on the speedmules. He yawned periodically. 


Inside, Drip Dry and Barry consulted maps. “So if we stay on time, we should make an 
inn every two or three nights until the final stretch. Then, it’s desert. But the highway is straight 
and clear. As long as we have plenty of water and just keep moving, we can blaze through the 


miles. That is, if there are no desert-tribe ambushes.” 


“A big ‘if.”” 


“Well, we'll just see. Say — what did you think of — the place — last night?” 


“Yes. Club Bizarre did really happen, and we shared in the dream.” 


Drip Dry put his hand to his head. “That was so weird I almost hoped it didn’t. But 
that’s good. It gives us another tool. Why do you suppose you were never let in on it before? 


And why make it so hush-hush?” 


“Not hard to imagine. The caliber of some of the faces I recognized was of-the-highest. 
It’s an honor to be let in there now. But, based on my reading of San Wortle’s many excellent 
scholarly works, I have a feeling anything she’s so strongly associated with — it seemed like her 


baby, honestly — isn’t any kind of social hierarchy snobfest. I wouldn’t be surprised if the true 
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criteria is the potential of researches to increase societal-wellbeing. It would need to be kept 
secret to avoid jealous snobs imperiling its functionality, bringing hierarchy games in or 
retaliating when they felt left out. But that’s just a guess. I’m excited mainly for its ability to let 


us confer if we get split up — as long as we’re sleeping at the same time.” 


“Yeah. If we can’t get to sleep, it’s no deal. Which is why we should maintain good 


sleep schedules at all times.” 


“Absolutely. Circumstances may prevent it, but if we know on average that our sleep 
schedules are roughly synchronous, it will come natural to us to meet up at the right time, even 


when our situation changes.” 


“Crazy. Well, I’m getting spooked just talking about the place. I just had to make sure it 


wasn’t me dreaming it all.” 


“Smart. But you’re right. Getting too wrapped up in dream can be very disorienting.” 
Barry looked out the window. Little dunes for miles and miles. The light was becoming clearer. 
Soon they’d be away from the coast and the haze, and in a landscape and a light far, far removed 
from the nocturnal. The heat of the dog days still lingered down here, and would likely linger for 
at least two weeks longer. It was the most tenacious, vindictive season. But the seasons would 
change before long, and he’d miss the beauty of the T Town autumn. But who knew where he’d 


end up, before autumn was done? 


Drab hours of driving stretched out. Barry was lulled into relaxation by the sight of the dunes, 
but they transitioned into sparse, dusty plains, giving an even drabber vista upon which to 


contemplate. Drip Dry seemed to be reserving energy. After the initial morning yawnfest, 
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Pardoylios tended the speedmules with stoic, almost contented reserve. At lunch, they stretched 
briefly, took care of nature’s call in the scrubs, and ate cans of beans, before heading back out 
within fifteen minutes. Pardoylios took the reins again without questioning. Good man, thought 
Barry. He pulls his own weight. As late afternoon pulled around, there was some issue over 
gaseous emissions from the coachman’s seat. “This is what we have to look forward to every 


day for nearly two weeks,” Drip Dry said in doleful lamentation. There was much merrymaking. 


The light began to fade early enough to take Barry off guard, as if it wasn’t the result of 
gradual season change, but had struck out of nowhere. “As soon as summer really starts to 
transition,” mused Drip Dry, “even while it’s still hot, you really notice the days shrink. If you 
squint, you can see the ruins of the great old metropolis to the north. Around dinnertime, we 
should be arriving at the outpost where the Lank Grass Inn is situated. They have a pretty lively 
saloon, there may be some gossip worth checking on. But be wary. The notoriously smelly, 
overstuffed denizens of this arid region are known to be prone to violence with little-to-no 
provocation. They play at being hardboiled, when in-actuality, they tend towards the vain and 


emotional. But they can be reasoned with, if the proper demeanor is maintained.” 


“T hear there are many lumpenproletariat in this region,” said Barry. 


Drip Dry looked out the window, scanning for ruins. “You saw them in Galvanite no 
doubt. We won’t be done with them until we’re well-out of the region. This area is one of their 
main nests, it would seem. How they reproduce, I’m not sure I fully understand — it seems I’m 
naive to these lower, less clean ways of life. But most of the lumpen’ are harmless, so long as 
they’re left to their own devices. They don’t seem to be as prone to taking up thieving as they 


used to. For whatever reason, their way of life seems to be less demanding of such tactics.” 


178 


“Tf the lumpenproletariat can be less active, it seems they generally will. And it’s true 
most violence they inflict is on one another. But they are volatile. I have to confess, Drip Dry, 


that I have a really reprehensible prejudice against those that fall into this condition.” 


Drip Dry smiled. “I sympathize. But who would choose such an existence? After-the- 
fact, it’s natural for them to tell themselves, ‘This is my choice, a freedom-loving way of life,’ 
even as everything proves otherwise. Such is human nature. Yet, it’s all a lie. Factors bring the 
lumpenpro’ to their ignoble position, and though it may be impossible to reason with them, we 
should remember, even as we view them with a liberal dose of sensible caution, that they still 


possess at least a modicum of humanity. When we fail to see this, it’s we who are the monsters.” 


“You couldn’t be more right. But my loathsome prejudice persists. I won’t let it go at 
that. I believe the root cause of it is that, just as you said, you can’t reason with 
lumpenproletariat. And I find that particularly reprehensible. Add to that the total disregard of 


honor exhibited by them on a regular basis...” 


“Tt’s okay, normal, human to have such feelings. But you can’t let them override your 
own judgement, reason and sense of honor. Then where would you be? Human, all too human, 


perhaps...” 


“Yes. Yes. Yes.” Barry steepled his fingers, contemplating, wrestling. Wrastle Yo 
Problemz. “As fine as the inn was, it will do me good to sleep a night outside of Galvanite. I 
believe that place might have seeped into me a bit.” He turned his head sharply to look out the 
window. “But there’s no sense blaming the place. To the Lank Grass Inn, and then tomorrow, 


a 


forward, forward, down the road, always forward 
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“That’s the spirit,” said Drip Dry encouragingly. They both watched out their respective 


windows as the light faded on the drab, arid, scraggly plains. 


The outpost was sparse and utilitarian, wood shacks with simple signs, people with simple faces. 
A few lonely residences sat a short walk outside the central hub. At the very center, a water 
pump sat. The inn was nearby, containing the stables for the outpost. The water pump and the 
inn were the twin suns this microcommunity orbited, not only spatially, but spiritually. The trio 
looked up at the entrance to the inn. Sounds of music reverberated from its doors even when 
closed. The excuse of commerce had allowed the desert dwellers to lavish a repressed 
imagination on the place that they’d never allow themselves to show otherwise. This, Barry 
reflected, was perhaps the true heart of the love of commerce he felt in communities like this. 
The balsam facade was carved into spiraling eddies of color. Back on the edge of the Central 
Plains, the Jacques Imorns Inn had been more elaborate in its design, but it was an imitation of 
swampland decadence, meaning to convey to flabby patrons that they could find cheap pleasures 
to distract their sad, threadbare hearts. The Lank Grass Inn only possessed abstract geometric 
multicolored swirls in an expressionistic layout. Yet in that inoffensive facade, Barry saw the 
genuine version of what Jacques Imorns, a better-known establishment, had only been able to 
distantly imitate, without any real feeling — what even the famous Neooiseaux had only really 
had on-occasion. Here, in the arid plains that made up the desert-before-the-desert, was a full 


display of the genuine Spirit of Frolick. 


“Looks like a happening joint,” said Drip Dry. 


“Don’t worry,” said Pardoylios, “I won’t gamble. But I hear they have great live shows.” 
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“We’ll find out soon enough,” said Barry. “Let’s get checked in.” 


They burst through the batwing doors at almost the same instant. The funky music was 
intoxicating. The spacious hall was lit with colored lights from mini-chandeliers with frilly 
fabric domes. The floor was divided between open dance space, empty for the moment, and 
little wooden tables. At the far end, a stage stood, classic musichall in design. The clientele had 
bloated types, but not as many as Barry would have thought. People from all walks of life 
seemed to be drawn here. There was scampering around the bar. The trio strolled over. “The 


show’s gonna start soon,” a patron helpfully said to Drip Dry. 


Now there was scampering as everyone returned to their seats. The trio awkwardly 
balanced their drinks and snacks and found an unclaimed table near the back. The lights dimmed 
very slightly, the spotlights on the stage brightened it to a tasteful degree. Conversations grew 


more hushed, took on the tone of anticipation. 


And out they trotted. 


In body, they were exceptionally fit, and moved with stamina. They wore all sorts of 
vests and half-jackets of eclectic design, from shiny black leather with odd diagonal buckle 
arrangements, to white feathers poofing out all over, to shimmering rainbow tunics with short 
puff sleeves, and much more elaborate decoration besides. They wore nothing else. They 
twirled with the grace of ballet dancers, but they were prodigiously endowed, male and female 
alike — and some appeared to have both “equipment” types, being prodigious in both ways. Most 
had well-manicured body hair — some possessed little or none, while others manicured it into 
shapes, like a shrubbery-display. And indeed, much of the hair, both on the head and below it, 


was shrub-like in its protuberating abundance, with the afro-form of hairdo, in all sizes, being 
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common. The most startling thing, though, was their heads. Drip Dry Eyes would never tolerate 
any differently-headed people being ogled or objectified, to his eternal credit, Barry knew. But 
these heads were striking. They were of the horse mold. Some were nearly as much horse-form 
as Drip Dry was dachshund-form, with the varying humanoid fleshtones being the main 
difference. But others were long, snouty heads in the shape of horses, but maintaining basically 
“normal” human nose-shapes, lip-shapes, and other physiognomy-traits, just stretched to fit the 
horse frame. In these, the eyes, distinctly more forward-facing than that of a horse, were really 
large and striking, with massive, brightly colored, almost luminous irises and come-hither pupils 
that spoke of deep mysteries that one had to be a little brave, maybe a little foolish, to 
experience. It made Barry feel young again to see them prance and twirl in a burlesque more 
artistic than he realized the form could be, like viewing a garden more beautiful than could be 
imagined, because more volatile, more dangerous, with the dangerous volatility of a human life — 


which was all the dangerous volatility the universe could contain. 


They pranced, they whirled, they capered and cavorted in a perfect burlesque 
manifestation of the Spirit of Frolick. Barry noticed that clever colored lighting combined with 
subtle set-painting made the backdrop appear as a clear blue sky on a spring day, so that these 
horsey dancers were truly like flowers in bloom. The pitch of the humming, minimalistically 
symphonic music rose slightly, the tempo slowed ever-so-slightly. The dancers circled one 
another. Then they knelt in a perfect circle on the stage. Their faces lifted up to the ceiling, a 
perfect gradient from horselike to practically horse, and back again. Their enviable endowments 
faced one another towards the center, unabashed. They lifted up their heads, opened their 
mouths, and out came sustained notes, a different note for each different voice. And with the 


notes, came billows of differently-colored smoke, like plumes arising from a sacred incense 
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censer. A singer, a note, a color of smoke. A singer, a note, a color of smoke. A singer, a note, 
a color of smoke. A singer, a note, a color of smoke. No two the same. The music faded to 


nothing, as the circle sustained its notes with perfect pitch. 


“Where do they get these guys?” whispered Pardoylios. Drip Dry put up a hand in the 


universal hold off on the jabber sign. “Oh,” Pardoylios nodded in assent. 


The notes tapered into silence, and there was dead silence in the musichall. As the notes 
ended, the smoke became more vibrant in color, came out even more voluminously — who knew 
from what seemingly-inexhaustible inner source — and then it got more vibrant, and more, and 
more, and more vibrant, and more vibrant, and more vibrant, and more vibrant, and more, and 
more and more and more and more and more and more vibrant until it was so bright it almost 
hurt the eyes — and then it really was incense, then it was filling the capacious hall with the 
aroma of exotic and luscious fragrances of a magnificent garden just like the one promised by the 
bodies on stage, a garden with the perfumes of youth, of spring, of open spaces and free-and- 
easy living, of healthy and hearty endowments with no thought or knowledge of jealousies, a 
vital and dangerous arcadia of a people so human, but a people all-their-own, who basked in the 
sunlight and knew nothing of the sickliness of the repressed, a volatile arcadia, ready to blow 
itself up with a smile at any moment. And it was a fantasy, it was a dream, in this time and place 


perhaps — but Barry knew that this was no pure fiction, that this was Based on a True Story. 


The smoke was now blanketing the stage, and the dancers rose, the smoke weighing 
weightlessly on their ascending bodies that, for a moment, were impossibly languorous. It was 
like the rise from a golden nap under the Tree of Knowledge. Barry was electrified, despite 
himself. The nude dancers were not languorous for long, because now the music was picking up, 


and they pranced down the sides of the stage with a sense of purpose. As they pranced and 
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swayed between tables, with some audience members unashamedly swooning, Barry saw they 
were making for the dancefloor. The music was funky, it was going, like, really going. And as 
they came to the dancefloor, they glanced playfully over their shoulders and they neighed. They 
neighed, but that neigh was more human than most yells. It had the all-too-human suggestion of 
“Yeah! Let’s go!” And the bolder patrons began to get up. Drip Dry was on his feet. Then 
most of the crowd was getting up. And finally, even Barry had to get up and be a part of the 


dance. 


He went out. Sure enough, Drip Dry was near the center of the fray, dancing with a fine 
young filly. The bass deepened, intensifying. Drip Dry always put on a straightlaced persona. 
But even from knowing him such a short time, it was beginning to seem to Barry that all his 
near-ascetic efforts had left him repressed. To do what he had been doing for the last eight years 
would have taken an element of self-denial. Now, it seemed like he was ready to let go a little, 
ready to be brave and live again. Life after heartbreak. Barry smiled. But all this rigmarole was 
wearing him out. He got his fill of boogie in, then turned to the table, where Pardoylios still sat. 


He joined him. 


“Man,” said Pardoylios, looking at the crowd, “y’all bring me to some crazy places.” 


“This may be just the beginning, friend,” said Barry. 


The modest room didn’t bother Barry in the least after the burlesque madness of the evening. He 


lay down and thought of lovely gardens. Soon he was in the dream. 


Morgo was right there. “I will never lie to you,” she said. “But there is some truth to 


what the ignorant say... Dear Barry... because it’s hard — hard to explain it. There are 
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dimensions... upon dimensions. Many ways... Many, many ways. Soon. I hope you can see. 


Few will readily comprehend... But I’d never lie. Never. Please have patience” 


Barry held out his hand. He wanted to touch Morgo again. To hold her. When he had 
lost Morgo, he had lost everything. He had become like Gaspordu in some sense. And perhaps, 


when you thought about it, Gaspordu had become like him. Or, had he’... 


He sat on a desert island. There was Gaspordu, lying on his back, convalescent. Yes. 
He would have to be cared for. Eight spiders a day should do the trick. Barry dropped a big, 
juicy spider into Gaspordu’s gaping mouth. A sound of whirring metal blades like a garbage 
disposal. Spider legs flew up from the open mouth, then back down to be consumed. “YUM” 
said Gaspordu in a machine voice. And then Gaspordu gasped. He gasped. Gasp gasp gasp 
gasp gasp gasp gasp gasp - gasp gasp gasp gasp — pump pump pump pump — a beautiful aroma 
of a thousand springs wafted up, and heavenly harps strummed. Barry reached deep into gasp 
gasp gasp gasp Gaspordu’s throat and pulled out a lovely rose, voted most beautiful in all the 
land for ten consecutive years, and he sniffed heavily, like one consuming powdered drugs 
through the nose, victim privy to nose devils, and experiencing a fine pleasure as of a thousand 
youthful pleasures in his smiling heart. (Soon it would smell like farts and jockstrap — tales for 


another day mayhap.) 


Gaspordu... Gaspordu Gasping with Malicious Mirth. Gasp Gasp Past Gas. Gad! He 
past gas all over the good times. Or had he? He had many games and many hands, and now he 
lay convalescent, felled by Barry’s spinning piledriver. Oh, all ye heinous incantations! Oh ye 
howling dark chasms and ye N Dimensional Voices! Ye plasms, ye plasms, chant with me, for a 
growing boy needs his milk. So Barry chanted, he chanted under his breath, closed his eyes, and 


swayed slightly. Or did he? Then... 
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Then he was back at the entryway of Club Bizarre. He looked down. His palms were 


sweaty. “Thank goodness...” 


Drip Dry and San were already chatting it up. Drip Dry motioned for Barry to come 


over. “San’s got some news.” 


> 


“So I do, Drippy. I found someone you might wanna speak to. He’s right over there.’ 


She motioned to a nearby table. 


Leaning his elbows against it was Marcel. 


“Phenomenal work!” said Barry. “This is excellent. Thank you, San — you’re like a 


magical pixie dream godmother from out of nowhere.” 


“Good one. But there’s more to Marcel than meets the eye,” said San with a smile. “It 
was he that took the initiative, searching dreamworld for Wiccan help. No normal pestwalker 


can do that.” 


Nodding, Barry went over to Marcel. He turned. “Barry, man it’s good to see you. This 
is awesome. This place is so amazing. I’m so down with this.” He shook his head in disbelief. 


“Amazing.” 


“Tt’s an impressive dreamfeat,” conceded Barry. “It seems it’s a sort of dreamtime 


consortium of arcane experts.” 


San and Drip Dry had drifted over. “But not very good ones mostly,” said San. “Drippy 
has told me about you guys’ evening. It’s sad when your dreams are more boring than your 


actual evening. We are getting performance in here if it kills me.” 


186 


“Wonderful, I’m sure,” said Barry, “there can never be too much dancing around. But 
my main concern is how the T Town caravan is doing. I trust you guys are heading to West 


Pueblos for the major rumble happening soon?” 


“Yeah, even they figured out that was a good idea,” said Marcel. “Plus they knew you’d 


be there. But there’s urgent bad news. Well over half the team is out of commission.” 


“What?! Marcel, I’m so sorry to have brought you into this.” 


“Forget that, what else was I even doing?” 


“Good show. But what on Earth happened? Is Tobias okay?” 


“Yeah, he and that Flunkey guy are fine. After the squirrel got you, it dashed off into the 
shadows. I asked some rats to go look for it, they said they planned to anyway because they’d 
never seen a squirrel like that before around the sewer. None reported back, and we didn’t see 
any more of it. We left the sewer, knowing there was no way we could catch you, and decided to 


move on in hopes you wouldn’t drown and we’d meet up later... 


18. Squirrel Tit Slickers 


The posse staggered out of the sewer. Barry would be halfway to sea by morning. They still 
couldn’t believe it. Where had that massive big-titty squirrel come from? It was muy confusion. 
The boys were sore, rubbing bruised joints. They didn’t fight wrestlers as tough as this every 
day. The ragged gang wound and wended back towards their lodgings at the Kumquat, through 


streets dim and shadowy-eyed. And in their hearts, they were becoming shadowy-eyed as well. 
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Marcel was about to break off, to go home, to make sure his affairs were in order before 
leaving. Something stopped him. The group was acting funny. Boys were staggering around as 
if drunk. So tired. Tired and exhausted. Their bones stretched to nothing. It was the no-bone- 
zone of twilight ultraweariness, a morass of putty movement, teeth that felt like rubber, gums 
like morning foam. And no barrier, now that Barry and Torvoll were both gone, to giving in to 
the soul-weariness. No fatherfigure. Tobias and Marcel saw it too late. The group was splitting 
like zombies in all directions. Some were headed to the whorehouses and peepshows, the opium 
dens and cockfights. They scattered into these various holes before anyone could call to them. 


But most, by-far most, were interested in one thing only — gambling. 


Marcel and Tobias went from gaming den to gaming den, with Flunkey always 
following, always looking over their shoulder. Zombies. Hopelessness. Gambling had them in 
abject animality before its terrifying throne, and all outside was drowned out. A few had the 
audacity to play slots in the Kumquat, the very inn where they had promised with heart and soul 
to be wholesome for the sake of wrestling and family. But it was all wreck and ruin. The 
willpower can only go so far — boys need role models. And now, they had none. And they 
rolled the dice. In pathetic abjection, they turned their backs on everything, turned to the abyss 
of clinking sounds and neon lights, to the place without light, the hollow excitement. They 


turned their backs on everything. 


And then, just as Marcel, Tobias, Flunkey and the four elders left were debating what to 
do, they appeared. They surrounded the remaining posse members in the dark alley, appearing 
from nowhere. They were approximately five foot four inches, give-or-take. Their smart 
matching suits made a solid first impression. There was no variation between the attire of any of 


them. They wore blackleather oxford shoes, about a size nine-and-a-half. Their doublepleated 
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herringbone slacks had a comfortable-looking wide legwidth. Tasteful mauve ties stood out on 
their white undershirts. Their matching navy shirt-and-blazers were doublebreasted, 
wideshouldered, and set off by chrysanthemum boutonniéres affixed invisibly to the left lapel. 
Atop their heads, black newsboy hats sat jauntily. All-in-all, it was a class act — a sure sign of 
diabolical organized crime. This was borne out by their vicious weapons — each gangster 
casually swung a razorsharp sickle from the chains they carried at their sides. Tobias had heard 


the Neooiseaux criminal underworld were kusarigama users, but he hadn’t believed it. 


The leader, who looked much like the rest, stepped forward with a sneer. “Welllll, it 
looks like we’ve taken care of your boys, see? And now we’re gonna take care of yew tew. 
Boris, give’em the Big Titty Formula. You’ll be having big titties in no time, see? Then they’ll 


know it was the Neooiseaux Underworld Mobsters that got ya. Another conquest, see?” 


It was too horrible to contemplate. Marcel realized that all the T Town boys who were 
trapped by gambling and other vices would have been given the formula by now. He’d lived in 
Neooiseaux long enough to know the truth behind the legends, the coerciveness, the toxicity. 
Those proud T Towners would be sitting at slot machines and blackjack tables with big, luscious 
titties, juicy and round, nipples erect and pointing, getting off to the crippling horror of 
gambling. The Big Titty Formula had been a godsend, a miracle of science that was vital to 
those with gender dysphoria, while still possessing a wide range of other applications. The 
Mobsters had taken that great achievement and, through a sick sense of humor that had no regard 
for consent or dignity, had made it into their branding tool. The shame of the whole thing nearly 


knocked Marcel down when he thought of it. “We gotta get outta here,” he whispered to Tobias. 


The Mobsters swung their kusarigama faster, approached closer. Marcel and Tobias ran 


in the direction of the most trafficked street, dodgerolling desperately and indiscriminately. The 
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rest of the group followed their leads. Sickles flew. Soon the remnants of the T Town posse 
were getting cut up, hooked and spun around. Tobias made it into range of a retreating gangster, 
thwacking the sickle down and stepping on it with his full weight. Then he grabbed the man and 
threw him in an adept judo maneuver. The gangster flew through the air, his trajectory blocking 
three sickles before they made their targets. The goon then smacked into the wall in a painful 
tangle of sickles and chains. Tobias picked up the kusarigama and spun it over his head. The 
goon with the Big Titty Formula was advancing slowly, his back bent, a wicked grin on his face, 
the needle held out menacingly in front of him in anticipation. Tobias threw, quick as lightning. 
The sickle crashed into the needle, shattering it into a thousand pieces and spraying the Formula 
everywhere. It splashed into the face and chest of the dismayed gangster, causing him to lean 


back and scream in horror. 


Then, at an incredible rate, his chest expanded, gigantic boobies ripping open his 
handsome suit and growing like two fleshy nuclear explosions, cyclopean nipples erect and 
pointing defiantly at the heavens, wriggling to-and-fro with the pressure of the hot milk that was 
now erupting from him. The goon shrieked and shrieked and shrieked as his body tried to keep 
up with the milk production, and still, the tits expanded. In the confusion, the T Town boys and 


Marcel made their getaway, not witnessing the gruesome end. 


“We need to get out of this city immediately,” Marcel declared, to no argument. They 
sprinted full-bore back to the Kumquat, saddled up the main coach. The proprietor appeared. 
“How will you gentlemen be settling your bill?” Tobias made motion to the two other coaches 
and accompanying speedmules. The proprietor, observing the speedmules he was getting for 
next-to-nothing, nodded his wide-eyed assent. Without even grabbing extra food from the other 


wagons, they headed out, an elder taking the reins. Puddlewater, displaced by rushing carriage- 
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wheels, splashed and flew in the night. Soon, they were out of the west gate, riding along the 


wider landbridge towards the dunes and the arid plains. 


Marcel looked back. Neooiseaux squatted malevolently, the cawing of the crows ringing 
in the early morning air. Then he noticed a figure. It had rushed out of the closing gates and was 
desperately chasing after them — a haggard but sturdy T Town warrior with, Marcel was ashamed 
to admit, the finest pair of tits he’d ever seen. Just as the figure was coming into shouting 
distance, Marcel noticed something else. Up on the wall battlements, a number of Mobsters 
were looking down at the figure. But not just looking. Inevitable and cold as death, they pulled 
out the tommyguns. The warrior ran, yelled, didn’t see what was coming. And the gangsters 
began to viciously mow him down, filling him utterly full of lead. Sickened and dismayed, 
Marcel closed his eyes and turned away. The ratatat died down, and soon the sound of the 


crows recommenced, then faded into distance. 


Now, telling it in Club Bizzare, Marcel closed his eyes again. 


“This is horrid news, horrid indeed,” said Barry. “I’m not concerned about the lack of 
wrestlers. We have enough of an attraction. But fine wrestling boys, snatched away in the prime 
of their lives — it doesn’t matter what town you’re from. That’s an injustice.” He stamped a fist 


firmly on the table. “Snatched away from us, just like that...” 


“Tt was almost too much for poor Tobias to bear. The elders seemed to age a little, I can’t 
lie, after all that. To think. So little stood between those boys and the wages of temptation... 
None are immune from sin. None from transgression.” Marcel closed his eyes. “Man, Barry, 


you’ve gotten to me. I really see thing like you now.” 
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“He has that effect, I’ve noticed,” said Drip Dry. “A little time spent with Barry starts to 


make people view things through the lens of wholesomeness and justice.” 


“Yeah,” said Barry, “well there isn’t anything just or wholesome about those Neooiseaux 


Underworld Mobster filth. Do you think they might have sent a party to follow you?” 


“T haven’t seen any signs of it, but it can’t be ruled out. They don’t take kindly to being 
thwarted. And that goon that Tobias tittied was probably fairly high-ranking, to have what they 
call the ‘honor’ of administering the Big Titty Formula. Plus, who knows what other motives 
they might have. What if they know about the shroomstuff? They could be in cahoots with 


CentralGov.” 


“All true. Has the caravan experienced any mishaps since? Where are you now?” 


“We’re just on the road. Been for days. Tobias thinks we’ll be in West Pueblos by about 
two days from now. We’re keeping our heads down. We haven’t seen any sign of any desert 
tribes or anything. Maybe they’re all in town for the rumble already. Even though it is a ways 
out. Hopefully when we get there, the guys can find some smaller venues to make some pocket 
change at, and I’ll see how much of a rat population there is, and if they have any news. I still 
have most of the prize money, we’ve hardly even used any on lodging. And all your gear is in 


good shape.” 


Barry let out a sigh of relief. “Friend Marcel, you may not know how valuable that gear 
could be one day. You might have glanced at some of the alchemical theory-literature, but if you 
like, Pll explain to you more of the practice sometime. But for right now, have you tried the 


ginseng tea yet?” 


“No, let’s get some,” said Marcel. “I’m down.” 
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“Excellent,” said Barry. “We can while-away-some-time before dawn here at Club 
Bizarre — it will do my spirit good. One more semi-serious item, though. I’d appreciate it if you 
didn’t tell anyone I was travelling with the illustrious Drip Dry Eyes. His ability to scent out 
traitors is as common-knowledge as his legendary atomic-drop-plus-clothesline ‘Hot Dog 
Smasher’ combo. Of course, I don’t imagine there’s a traitor in the remaining group. But it 


doesn’t hurt to have all of one’s available tools at-the-ready, just-in-case...” 


Barry awoke in the plain grey morning of the arid regions, feeling more refreshed than even after 
that first night at the Grande Olde Galvanite Inne. Even so, he couldn’t put the despair of those 
T Town boys entirely out of his thoughts. They had failed, it was true. They were now 
lumpenproletariat... but he had a hard time looking at it that way. He found Pardoylios 
downstairs digging in to a complete huevos rancheros. Getting in the spirit, Barry ordered the 
same, followed shortly by Drip Dry. As the last bite was taken and the belching commenced in 
earnest, Barry said, “Well that was great. But we should do our little businesses and get on the 


road. Ill get some provisions and meet you guys back here in a minute.” 


The general store owner was an affable geezer, from the olde school of Arid-Plainsmen, 
not bloated in the least. The opposite, in fact — he was a veritable big-chinned mummy. Barry 


smiled pleasantly. “Any news on the big West Pueblos rumble?” he asked. 
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“Weeeelll,” said the geezer, “’taint so near ta tha Desertate Council lands that we know 


ever thang that gews on thar, but words slip out. ‘Parrantly, they’s fighting for a crown o’ sorts.” 


A politically motivated rumble, thought Barry. How curious. It was worth investigating 


further. He thanked the good man and took his leave with a sack of canned foodstuffs. Soon, the 
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intrepid trio was on the road again, gassing one another merrily as they bounced along on the 


rickety wagon, off towards the Arid Unknown. 


Days passed without incident. A couple of unremarkable inns were stopped at, providing fair 
beds and better-than-fair provender. But mostly it was canned food, jouncing along the flat 
desert road, as things went from arid plains to arid desert. And the heat was unrelenting. Water 
was the vital lifeline, and the urge to use it too quickly, to simply dump it all out onto one’s 
person for a burst of blessed relief, was the Great Enemy. The best cure was to have a sip, lie 
back, conserving energy. Pardoylios kept the reins uncomplainingly. Barry thought the fellow, 
whose bald head was now thoroughly tanned, might have been losing some weight from 
perspiration. It would have been more comforting if he was losing weight from outdoor exercise 
in a place with plentiful hydration. But such were the hardships of travel, the sacrifice of 
adventure. Drip Dry was lost in memory much of the time, perhaps thinking about his past 


travels. He never betrayed any emotion in relation to his thoughts. 


The landscape rolled on, dusty rocks, sparse yucca, a few stunted cacti. Mostly empty 
desert. And in the distance, huge rock formations, towering above the desert, ten, twenty times 
wider than they were high, abstract expressions of pure unadulterated rock-ness, strangely 
masculine, brutal, belittling, like some Martian topographical ambassador come to Earth to show 
how brutal rock is supposed to be done. Barry couldn’t imagine a landscape less inviting, more 
expressive of the sentiment, “Don’t come here, human. We have nothing for you.” It was stone 
for stone’s sake, crag for crag’s sake, mountainous and wide in tones of yellow ochre and smoky 
deep red not dissimilar from those on Drip Dry’s body, but in other ways totally unlike that body 


- a zone to discourage any living thing, so bleak and uninhabitable that it served as a sort of 


194 


counterspiritual relief from the hegemony of living things over so much of the surface of this 


world, this Third Rock of the Solar System. 


The crags gave way to the mesas. These were much more aesthetically pleasing, big 
isolated plateaus atop which life, though cut off from the land below by steep cliffs, continued 
much as it did down there, with the plants sometimes seeming more numerous atop than they did 
abottom. The mesas were the spiritual to the crags’ counterspiritual — these were rocks with 
soul, interesting, dreaming rocks that spoke of challenge rather than restriction, unique form 
rather than endless geological recursion. It was also the sign of the Desertate Council Lands, 
domain of a proud tribal conglomerate not to be trifled with. Barry had heard that they disliked 
being referred to as “desert-tribes,” and seeing the understated desert beauty of these deeper 
lands, he didn’t wonder that whoever peopled it could be prideful of their title as such. But there 
was none to ask, at least not yet. Upon arrival, there was no sign of human habitation anywhere, 
to the far horizon. Yet it wouldn’t be long before the crew would make it to Confluence Gulch, a 
small town with an inn and saloon, as well as a moderate population — as many as eight hundred 
permanent desert dwellers, Barry had read — that might have keener insight into the goings-on 
around here. “I’m bored,” Pardoylios moaned after a week of uncomplaining silence. “Are we 


there yet?” 


The road began to wind as the terrain became more rolling. Yucca were now much more 
prevalent, cacti appearing in many more varieties and growing to greater heights. The wagon 
followed a long curve that began taking it downhill, the first noticeable elevation shift since 
nearly the beginning of the journey. Pardoylios squinted. Coming into visibility around the 


bend, was that — a body? 
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He drew the cart closer, then urged the speedmules to the little bit of available space on 
the side of the dirt road. There were a good many figures lying in the dust - it appeared 
unconscious rather than dead, but it was hard to be sure. They sprawled on the road, to the sides, 
and on up the incline, a path of bodies in all positions of repose. They looked like tough 


tribesmen, wearing clothing made almost entirely of coyote skins. 


Drip Dry was now peering over — “If there are many of these guys around, it’s a wonder 


coyotes don’t go extinct.” 


“Hardy-looking characters,” said Barry, gazing with the calmly quizzical expression he 


wore when strategizing. 


Looking around to ensure there were no nearby thieves, the trio disembarked from their 
worn vehicle and began cautiously pacing forward, keenly attentive to details, with a detective’s 


mindset. “These guys are knocked out, not dead,” said Pardoylios. 


“Definitely wrestling injuries,” said Drip Dry. They scaled the small incline. Barry 


looked back — still no sign of thieves. He looked forward, down the path of unconscious hardies. 


“Faith and Begorrah.” It was San Wortle, in the flesh. 


19. High Plains Meddler 


The limp forms of warriors surrounded her. Her bronzed body gleamed in the brutal 
Southwestern sunlight, even more intimidating in waking reality. Like in dream, she went nude 
—at least here — with the sole difference that today, she sported a small aqua witch cap on the 


crown of her head, highlighting her witchiness just that little-bitty-bit. It was plain she had 
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“Fatth and Segonah, , St was ee Wartle tn ithe flesh, ° 
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defeated all these warriors without much difficulty, and now she was standing proud, her mighty 


body radiating confidence. But the musclewitch wasn’t alone. 


Across from the pile, a warrior equal in size and muscle was leering. All the 
Yetiglanchians wore heavy coyotefur clothing, but this figure looked like he could have been the 
one to put coyotes on the endangered species list. His muscular body was wrapped mummy- 
style from neck to ankle in coyotehides. The preserved heads of the beasts popped through the 
wrapping all over, giving him the appearance of a monster with animal heads growing out of its 
body. His own head was adorned with a cap made of not one, not two, but three preserved 
coyoteheads. His visage could best be described as “pointy.” He turned to the interlopers with a 


pointed stare. 


“Tt looks,” said Drip Dry, “like you’re about to attack the good woman after she’s just 


expended her energy. What a roguish churl.” He cocked his head cockily and licked his chops. 


“AAAAAHHH!” replied the man. “WE DO NOT NEED OUTSIDERS INTERFERING 
IN OUR AFFAIRS!! LEAVE FOREIGNER, YOU ARE NOT WELCOME! OUTSIDE 
MEDDLERS ARE FILTHY SCUM! DO NOT INTERFERE IN OUR AFFAIRS!! WE WILL 


NOT TOLERATE YOUR MEDDLING!!” 


“What affairs,” asked Barry, “and what meddling, do you speak of? You dishonor the 
Yetiglanchian name with these baseless accusations. We’re just coming through to visit your fair 
land and treat the fightlovers among you to some displays of fair and sportsmanlike wrestling. 


We have neither motive nor desire to-“ 
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“AAAAAHHH! AAAAAHHH! AAAAAHHH. AAAHHH. WE HAVE NO NEED OF 
YOUR LIES! DO NOT MEDDLE!! LEAVE DESERTATE COUNCIL BUSINESS TO THE 


TRUE PEOPLE! YOU KNOW NOTHING!” 


“Listenin’ to this asshole,” Pardoylios muttered side-mouthed, “feels like I’m knowing 


less and less by the second.” 


The Yetiglanchian hardy evidently heard this, because he pointed a sharp finger of his 
powerful hand at Pardoylios with a fresh round of the “AAAAAHHH” routine. Then, something 
frightful — his eyes took on a baleful deep red tint, and at the same time, so did the eyes of all the 
many preserved coyote heads popping out from his vestments. And the heads began to 
voicelessly yammer and yap, with a gnashing of jaw and a clanking of tooth that was audible, 
noisy to the ear, the bone, the nerves, the very blood of the listener. And though they had no 
voices, their voiceless cry-from-beyond-the-grave was more arresting than any audible cry could 
have been — more palpable — more viscerally transcendental in its disrespect of the laws of steady 
nerves, healthy heart and good clean common sense. It raised the hairs on all who heard it. But 


San was losing patience with the theatrics. 


“Put up your dukes, dickcheese,” she said to the warrior, pointing her own finger in 


challenge. 


The Yetiglanchian let out a gurgly noise that must have been some sort of effort to imitate 
the snarling of a coyote. Then he pounced. That was the word for it — flying through the air at a 
low arc, with hands/paws outstretched, as one ready to rend flesh. A look of tranquility passed 
across San’s brow as she put her hands palm-forward in front of her stomach in a chi blast 


posture. Lured into a false sense of security, the warrior grinned stupidly. Just as he entered 
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range, San let loose a devastating uppercut. Three coyoteheads were knocked to the side as the 
mighty witchfist tore open the chest of the macabre garment. Chestflesh rippled under the 
impact. The witchfist continued on its path, knocking into the jaw, which rattled horridly. The 
warrior flew into the air, pushed back with greater force than he had leapt, a loose tooth flying 
free behind him. He landed in the dust with a dull thud. The wind whipped around with the 


turbulence of the action — then all was still. 


Pardoylios whistled. 


“San,” Barry called, approaching after he had turned to check that the wagon was still 


untampered with. “What are you doing here?” 


“T live here.” 


“Oh! I remember reading speculations that you were a hermit somewhere in the great 
Southwestern deserts, but as there was no basis in fact, I filed such notions to the back of my 
mind. But surely it can’t be a total coincidence that, in all this great desertland wilderness, we 


should happen upon one another.” 


“T mean, I guess it could be,” Drip Dry said. 


“Not bloody likely!” Pardoylios said in a miserable imitation of a Britland accent. 


“IT knew you clowns would be in this area. I was sustainably gathering ingredients like 
normal, but I came this way for two main reasons. One was to warn you guys that these tribes 
are crazy these days and you need to watch out, because they think everybody is ‘trying to 
meddle in their affairs.” Don’t ask me what ‘affairs’ they think are so important that anyone 


would want to meddle in them, but it’s gotta have something to do with the political disputes 
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they’ve connected to the rumble for some reason, I don’t know, I really don’t understand any of 


it. All so stupid. 


“The other main reason is that I noticed you guys are a total sausage fest caravan. And if 
there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s sausage fests. So I’m agreeing to join you, for this reason 


alone.” 


Barry expertly hid his smugness. Ofcourse that’s what this is. San Wortle isn’t someone 
who would set up the excellent “Club Bizarre” system of communication based on her own 
researches and the cognizance that this trip was important, and then simply leave it at that. 
Everything I’ve read paints her as hands-on. She wants in on the action. Aloud he said, 
“Excellent! You should be a tremendous asset. I trust you’ve considered the issue of attire? It 
pains me to have to say it, but ‘polite society’, ignorant of the witchly powers that you can better 


harness for the good of the species when nude, will probably insist on some covering.” 


‘As an asshole, you naturally have a formidable expertise in how most people think,” 
said San. “Also, you can use the word ‘Wiccan’ instead of calling everything ‘witchly’ if you 
want to sound less stupid. Just an option. Yes, I’ve got a smock-frock and some other stuff. 


There room for a moderate-sized pack in that shitty little wagon?” 


“Tt’s pretty lousy, I admit,” said Drip Dry, selfconscious of his purchase, “but it won’t be 
much longer before we meet up with Barry’s boys and can transfer into their wagon. This hunk- 
o’-junk should take us to West Pueblos City. There’s plenty of room — it will be a pleasure to 
have your company!” In the dry Southwestern heat, he couldn’t even make an effort to hide the 


wagging of his tongue. 
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Confluence Gulch was a pleasant sight. After days of nothing but wasteland and barebones 
outposts, it did the trio from Galvanite good to see a genuine community, even if a small and 
farflung one, spread out in the valley below them. “I get here from time to time,” said San, now 
seated relaxedly in the wagon with her huge grey sleeveless smock-frock draped over her form. 
“Mostly good people, as people generally go.” The town was indeed situated at the confluence 
of two dry deep gulches, wide enough, it appeared, to hold a prodigious amount of water before 
spilling over — it would take a massive rainfall to endanger the town, despite the unabsorbant 
soil. There was hilly country in every direction. Surrounding the small town on all the sides not 
bordered by the gulches, little desert gardens flourished. It must have taken hard work and a 
prodigious green thumb, Barry reflected, to get such a yield from this land. A hardy folk indeed 
must inhabit it. The town center was much like the outposts in general layout, but had a totally 
different feel to it, on account of the greater love with which the architecture of even the simplest 
administrative office was imbued. The inn had a homey but festive appearance — Barry 
suspected some good eating in his near future, albeit of a humbler sort than the gourmet luxuries 
of the Deeper Southlands. In the town’s very center sat a statue of Fidge, the littlest demigod, 


patron of magnaminity. 


“T could live in a place like this,” said Pardoylios. 


“Say that,” said San, “and watch yourself get bored in the first few days.” 


“I’m from Galvanite.” 


“You could live in a place like this,” concurred San. 


“San,” said Barry as they pulled into the town’s outskirts, “what brought you to the 


Southwest?” 
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“T’m literally from the Southwest.” 


“Are you associated with any of the tribes?” asked Drip Dry. 


“Nope. I’m actually from a smaller tribe, one of the ancient ones that traces its ancestry 
in this land much farther back. I don’t really understand what’s up with the Desertate Council. 
It sure isn’t like anything from ancient days that I’ve heard of. There’s definitely no real 
meaningful connection between them and the Ancients, genetic-or-otherwise. These newer 
tribes have their own screwy ideas — you saw that absolute idiot in his coyote Halloween 
costume. That’s not a good use for magic. I’m not what you might call a ‘tribal personality- 


type’ anyway — I mainly keep to myself and my own practices, like most arcane researchers.” 


“Then,” asked Barry, “your witchcraft doesn’t borrow much from your ancient 


ancestry?” 


“Coincidentally,” said San, “even though I never said anything remotely like that, it’s 
probably a fair statement. My approach tends to focus on what works, regardless of source. The 
one thing that my historical researches into the Ancients has influenced heavily, however, is how 
I view the role of Central Government. I don’t know how much history you’ve read, but I’m 


leaving you to form your own conclusions on all that.” 


The wagon was trundling into the town proper, the speedmules emitting an air of 
anticipation, as if they could already taste the trough. A stablehand helpfully came out to guide 
them into the docking area for the Ol’ Gulch Inn, which had a fair business going, by the looks 
of things. “Good thing we didn’t get here too much later,” said Pardoylios, “or the crowd for the 
rumble might’ve pushed us outta town with no space left.” The wagoneers nodded. “I wish,” 


said Barry, “we could just stay a day, but Marcel and the remaining T Towners are already 
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waiting for us. It’s not even dinnertime yet — I'll go grab supplies so we can head out first thing. 
Everyone might wanna let me top up your canteens, just in case.” The group, minus San who 
hadn’t even had time to get thirsty, gave him their bottles, which he slung around his shoulders. 


While the rest headed into the saloon for refreshments, Barry strode towards the town’s center. 


The fountain was close by the statue of Fidge. Barry admired it. Fascinating — it 
appeared to be formed out of gabbro. The dark, slightly greenish figure was the only demigod 
smaller than Finklin. There was undoubtably a sense of magnanimity in the jolly figure, with his 
stout build, plain clothes, massive, flowing beard and wide smile. This was the being they called 
the Fiddler of the Mountain. But not the type of mountain around here — it would have felt less 
out-of-place in the great mountain ranges to the north. Perhaps an early leader of the town had 


been an acolyte. 


He began to fill the canteens as the vision flowed. 


Fidge! Fiddler of the Mountain. Grant me your might! 


The man stood at the confluence of two gulches. His family was huddled behind him. 
He brandished a pickaxe. The Coyote Riders had him cornered. This was a lost tribe that Barry 
knew of only dimly, ugly pockmarked mutants that rode giant albino coyotes and attacked their 
targets with slings and spears. But the three riders who had cornered the small family had run 
out of slingstones. Now they closed in with their vicious barbed flint spears. A pickaxe was a 


particularly poor weapon in this fight. 


The man prayed to his god. And the light of inspiration shone down upon him. He flung 


the pickaxe. It was a miracle. With incredible force, one, two, three, it spun through the air like 
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a boomerang and crashed through the chests of all three giant coyotes, shoving their massive 
hearts out of their bodies as it burst through the other side. The stink of blood filled the air as the 


gory implement of havoc spun dripping back to the man’s waiting hand. 


This is the power, you scum! The power of the Fiddler of the Mountain! The power of 


Magnanimity! 


The hideous riders-bereft-of-their-steeds witnessed the fury of the man’s countenance. 
And they hightailed it. We will eat coyote tonight. And let this spot be sacred, sacred to the 
grace of Fidge and the memory of his mighty and magnanimous deeds. People will come here, 
travelers who are weary as we, and ready for a place to rest and to call home. We will erect a 
statue the color of the dusk, the holy dusk that now closes on the miracle of this day. And in this 
Confluence Gulch, let every day be holy. And let the people grow strong and straight and 


steady, and be mighty. 


Barry looked around. The people walked about their business. And they looked mighty enough. 


He walked to the general store, went in, browsed. 


“These canned beans will do for today, friend. Any thoughts on this rumble coming up in 


the big city?” 


The shopkeeper, a wizened yet keen-featured geezer with long hair, long beard and 
longish moustache, sighed. “I hope it leads to the resolution of some difficult issues. And mark 


my words, fellow. If you know what’s good for you, you won’t meddle in affairs of the 
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Desertate Council. From whence come you? Why are you here? Why ask such questions, and 


why should we trust you?” 


“My good fine fellow man-friend. I was making smalltalk. It never hurts to be well- 
informed. But, naturally, I expected that you wouldn’t want to tell me, a stranger, anything 
secret, anything that wasn’t simply common knowledge in your area. That goes without saying. 
I haven’t the slightest desire to meddle in the affairs of anybody, least of all the Desertate 
Council. As to why you should trust me, I’m not running for any kind of public office. I have 
no need to win over your hearts and minds, if it were conceded that such were possible, which I 
frankly doubt it is regardless of my conduct, with the approach you show. Me and my allies are 


simple wrestling entertainers.” 


“Meddle not, foreign stranger!” The shopkeeps’ eyes widened as if he were the Grande 
Potentate of the Realm, dispensing judgement. “Let the Grand Desertate Council Elders follow 


their wisdom, for our ways are not your ways. We do not trust meddlers!” 


“May I have the change from my purchase?” 


Barry trudged back to the wagon to load the provisions, hoping they would be secure 
enough from potential nighttime thieving. It was plain that anyone associated with the tribes of 
the Desertate Council was at least slightly mad. The provenance of this strange neurosis, 
bordering on a mania in its deeper stages, was something he’d be fascinated to learn about. But 
he was in the dark — right now he could only question as he normally would, and when the issue 
of “meddling” came up, change the subject or, perhaps better, end the conversation. Evening 
was just starting to dim the sky — it would be good to relax after the tedium of road travel. He 


went into the saloon. 


206 


This was a homier place, a place that catered not only to a good volume of travelers, but 
to a fair volume of locals as well. As a result, it felt much less put-on than most outpost saloons, 
even the humbler ones. It was a brown, warmly-lit and reasonably smoky place, with a bass- 
hum of chatter and a supersinewy ultrawizened megageezer maniacally fiddling away in a 
corner, backed up by a small band. Barry found his group. “That old boy can fiddle to beat the 
devil!” said Pardoylios. San yawned. “I do admire his deft acumen,” said Drip Dry, “but the 
whining noise that fiddle makes could get to you after awhile.” “I daresay,” agreed Barry. “I’m 


getting a ginseng tea, anyone want me to grab them something?” 


Committing the orders to memory, he stepped up to the cozy mahogany bar, well- 
populated by relaxed locals and weary travelers alike. “Get me a ginseng tea and two scotch- 
and-sarsparillas, good friendfellow.” The barkeep expertly shook the drinks together, plunked 
the ginseng into a potful of warm water and slid Barry the whole thing on a tray, nicely arranged. 
After waiting a proper brew time, he poured some tea in the small cup and sipped. “Not half 
bad,” he said. “My compliments. Say, what’s the word on the rumble taking place in the big- 


town-of-these-parts a few days from now?” 


“Well met to you, friendo, and I’m sure it’s a pleasure to be of service in providing you 
with drinks. We are known for our magnanimity after all, here in Confluence Gulch. But what 
gives with this line of questioning? What business do you have around here? I warn you that 
you could develop a reputation as a nosey meddler with behavior like this. Why should you, a 


stranger who’s not from around here, be trusted.” 


“See here. I know you’re a busy man, what with all these patrons and the evening just 
begun. But spare me a moment so that things may be made clear to me on one point — have I 


gone insane, or is it everybody else?” 


207 


“How do you mean, friend?” The barkeep polished a glass, the eternal privilege of his 


profession. The hopefully-sanitary rag audibly squeaked against the glass interior. 


“The rumble is common knowledge. This is not controversial. But I might go so far as 
to say that it’s uncommonly common knowledge. In this day-and-age, with the trend of people 
becoming more sedentary and traveling primarily for reasons of business or personal import, the 
West Pueblos Megarumble is attracting unusual press, bringing people from all around-and- 
about the area and, indeed, the nation. After all, it’s known that the roster should be excellent. It 
might be the news story of the year for West Pueblos City. And yet, when I ask locals about it — 
in a manner which I thought was clearly indicative of smalltalk and light banter — it’s as if I 


asked them for state secrets and the combination to their family’s jewelry-vault.” 


The barkeep laughed magnanimously (even though he wasn’t actually being 
magnanimous about anything, since the prices on drinks weren’t even that great.) “I see. You 
foreign strangers from different parts — who, I’m sorry to say and-don’t-think-me-rude, have 
ways different from our own and don’t know what it’s like — you foreigners probably go around 
saying indiscriminate things to one another for a sort of perverse, decadent gossip-pleasure. I 
respect your ways (on account of my liberality.) You'll just know, now that we’ve had this talk, 


not to meddle in the future when you haven’t even proven yourself trustworthy.” 


“So I will, fine-fellow-my-goodfriend. I fully submit to your judgement. A lovely 
evening to you.” And with a sigh and a roll-of-the-eyes, Barry finished his tea and carried the 


drinks back to the friends. 


“How do you talk to these people?” he asked Sal. 
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“The only way I know how,” said San. “Rarely.” The fiddler exploded into a dramatic 
fiddle solo that drew the odd clap. “That fiddler,” San observed, “is going to be fiddling around 


with himself well into the night.” 


“By which time I hope to be well on my way to Club Bizarre,” said Barry. 


“True,” agreed Sal. “I complain about having to listen to the academic narcissists that 
drop in, but there really is some kind of an advantage that a club in a dream has over any club in 
the waking world. It’s as if clubs belong in-and-to dreams. Once you’ve been to Club Bizarre, 


these saloons of Earth are the ones that start to feel strangely out of place.” 


“T’m finding,” said Drip Dry, “that I have this strange sensation listening to what you’re 


saying — I couldn’t agree more, and yet my head feels funny at the same time.” 


“Welcome to arcane knowledge,” said Barry. 


“Man,” said Pardoylios. “I really would like to be able to do this Moon Club thing, with 
how handy it is for keeping in touch and things, but listen, I don’t picture myself ever being able 
to get to where I can handle it. I know it’s just normal to you guys, but to me it’s just way too 


strange. I aint’ smart enough by half.” 


From across the crowded saloon, there was a thunderous bellow. “I HEAR THERE IS 
AN OUTSIDER WHO WOULD MEDDLE IN OUR AFFAIRS. WHERE IS HE? SHOW 
YOURSELF!! SSSHHHHHOOQOQOOQOOQOOOW WW WWW WWW 


YYOOOOOOOOUUUUUUURRRRRRRSSSEEEEEEEEELLLLLF!!!” 


“That’s definitely gonna be me,” said Barry, rising from his stool. 
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20. Desiccation and Desperation 


The crowd parted, and the sight that greeted Barry strained credulity. Yet he witnessed it with 


his naked eyes. 


The great big ninnyhammer was stomping to-and-fro in frantic consternation. His body 
was nearly as wide as his considerable height, with big arms and massive hands that looked 
perfectly suited for using a tree as a weapon, if there had been any around. At all points along 
his person, small cacti were affixed. Barry was admiring the cleverness of using this as armor, 
when he realized — these small cacti were affixed to the lout by poking into his flesh. He had a 
big, round head with bulging cheeks and a flat cranium. Atop the cranium, a disconcertingly 
stunning display of lovely succulents seemed to be thriving. The man was the embodiment of 
anger, yet he showed no visible pain at having a thousand small cacti jab their needles into his 
flesh. Barry couldn’t help but notice, with anguish, that there was even a cacti... in the region... 


of his groin... 


The fiddling stopped. 


“YOU, OUTSIDER! EXPLAIN YOURSELF! DEFEND YOUR ACTIONS TO A 
PROUD TRIBESMAN! I AM FRED, WARRIOR OF THE SUCCULENTITES! THIS IS 
OUR LAND! OUR HERITAGE! OUR WAY OF LIFE! WHY DO YOU WANT TO 
DESTROY THAT! YOU COME HERE THINKING YOU DESERVE OUR KNOWLEDGE! 
BUT YOU ARE UNTRUSTWORTHY !! THE SUCCULENTITES ARE NOT FOOLED BY 
YOUR WORDS! WE HAVE NO NEED FOR OUTSIDER TALK AND THE TRICKS OF 
MEDDLERS! IT IS UP TO ME TO PUNISH YOUR DISRESPECT! AND PUNISH ITI 


WILL!! SO SAY NO MORE, AND FIGHT ME LIKE A MAN!!!” 
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While the mad patron was blabbering, Barry had been focusing. Now, his body was 
halfway towards being metal-hard. But he could still barely move. He had been training 
assiduously at night, but he wasn’t there yet - it was really tough to move after your skin was 
metalized — one of the most prized techniques in alchemical physical training, even. If 
transmutation were easy, Barry reflected, even people like this spiny lout could do it, with the 


proper diet — a thought which made his skin crawl. 


He closed his eyes and focused. Then, before the hardening completed, he used all his 


energy to say, in a quiet voice, “Come get me, big boy.” 


“YOU MOCK YOUR LAST MOCK MEDDLING FOOL.” The big man charged, arms 
out and at the ready, plainly intent on grappling. Like a rhinoceros, cacti spines flouncing, he 
came, with the fierce inevitability of a freight train. Barry stood stock still and placid. Fred 
slammed into him, wrapping his arms around him and bringing him to the ground. He sat on top 
of Barry and began mercilessly pummeling him. He looked down. There were broken cacti 
spines all over the tiled floor. In frustration, he picked Barry up, raised the rigid body above his 
head like a sledgehammer, and brought Barry headfirst down onto the tiles, which shattered and 
scattered in a cloud of dust on impact. He brought his giant cactus-sandaled foot down onto 
Barry’s head, driving it further into the ground and causing another shower of broken needles. 
He then did likewise with his other foot. Finally, the man jumped into the air as far as he could 
manage — not very far — and landed on Barry with a reverberating bellyflop. Needles absolutely 


blanketed the floor, scattering hither and yon. 


Good, thought Barry. Everything’s going according to plan. 
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The nitwit got up and turned to the crowd. “CONGRATULATIONS TO ME! I HAVE 
DEALT WITH THE MEDDLER! What a relief! Now we should have no more outsiders 
meddling in our affairs — for now at least. Everyone can go back to drinking in peace!” The 
man almost sounded normal now that his outrageous adrenaline was leveling back down with the 
perception of the “threat” being clear. There were scattered applause, and people began to turn 


back to their drinks. The fiddler was on the verge of starting back up. 


Barry stood up. “I was killed by this guy just now. But Fidge gave me a second chance! 
Isn’t that great? It’s definitely a miracle.” These superstitious idiots should definitely believe 
such a line. They were probably totally unaware of the developments in alchemical physical 


training that were going on in the wide world these days. 


Sure enough, there were a few gasps. “Hey, that’s great!” “Confluence Gulch is the 
place for miracles by Fidge, alright.” “I bet he was never meddling to begin with.” “Rumors can 
get so out of hand.” But there was one skeptical face. The Succulentite tribesman was trying to 


look neutral, but Barry spotted a slight scowl, even if only briefly. 


“Maybe. But it’s possible he just got lucky. Miraculous things can happen in battle, 
without actually being holy miracles. Tell you what, everybody. Let me just wrestle him a bit 


more to make sure it wasn’t a fluke.” He cracked his cacti-clad knuckles. 


Barry strode into range before the guy was ready. Now, he began plucking the cacti off 
the man’s flesh. It was possible to do it quickly without implement, thanks to almost all the 
needles facing outwards having been broken. Barry just plucked like he was plucking fruit, but 
so rapidly the spectator’s eyes could barely follow. The effects were robustly unappetizing. The 


flesh beneath the cacti was soft and pink... including the... groin flesh. Very unappealing. 
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Very, very, very unappealing. From each area of removal, small rivulets of two viscous fluid 
seeped slowly. One was a dark-red, diseased trickle of old blood like you might get from a 
particularly nasty zit when freshly popped. The other was an unhallowed green suppuration it 
was well not to contemplate. Except for this horrible factor, the effect of the removal of all the 
cacti from Fred’s front gave the impression that he had just recently received a bikini waxing, 
but his entire body was the bikini-area. Nude in front and with cacti still stuck in back, he 
looked rather silly. He also didn’t look like a happy camper. It looked like he was sick to his 
stomach. This feeling was shared by everyone in the saloon, due to the unbelievable aroma 
wafting from the newly-exposed flesh, like a thousand hot-and-naked roadkill fresh from an 
intimate tete-a-tete with a vat of boiling cactus-oil. Six patrons fainted — an impressively low 


number that spoke to the hardiness of these people. 


“Well, maybe we can fight some other time... there’s been enough excitement for tonight 
anyway... wouldn’t wanna look a gift miracle in the mouth.” His face turned green, his eyes 
rolled around in his head. “I think I’m gonna go have a lie-down now. Bye bye...” He turned 


and trudged away, stooped under the weight of his back-cacti. 


Barry nodded. “And may the light of Fidge shine upon you, good Succulentite comrade.” 


There was a small smattering of appreciative chuckles and applause. 


The fiddling started back up. 


Fred looked back for one forlorn moment. Then he wandered out the door and perhaps 
off to a better, more caring place, where he could rest and relax free from the concerns of 
meddlers. He’ll need rest, if he’s to face the world. We all do, from time to time... don’t we? 


And the fearsome foursome of travelers drank their drinks, and talked of what they might do 
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once they arrived in West Pueblos City and found some free time, and generally, they enjoyed 
one-another’s company. And they got some quick suppers, and as Barry predicted, they were 
quite good. And they enjoyed the homey ambiance. And the saloon filled even further. And the 
fiddler fiddled with himself. Into the night. Well, well into the night. It was a world in which 


little changed. And to those who loved it, that was good. 


The group headed out at the crack of dawn. Pardoylios complained about not getting any huevos 
rancheros, but the kitchen wouldn’t even be open for another hour. Barry and Drip Dry were 
itching to get to West Pueblos, to get to where the action was. “Two solid days,” said Barry, 
“without pussyfooting, and we’ll be there.” In the Dreamworld, Marcel had said that the group 
had arrived, bedraggled and exhausted, but with enough money for an inn. Everyone would 
meet at the Desiccated Lizard Inn, the most ragged, disheveled, and inexpensive lodging within 
city limits. Nobody had any interest in spending more money than was necessary, with the 


future, financial and otherwise, so uncertain. 


The terrain became more uneven. Occasionally, there would be low spots with long flat 
stretches. The vegetation was, occasionally, almost lush, with yucca to spare. The cart creaked 
and rattled. Pardoylios, ever the steady driver, was never complaining, but the bumps made him 
belch and fart up a storm. San spent most of the drive with her eyes closed. Barry and Drip Dry 
looked out the window. Habitations were less uncommon off the road, but this was still a rugged 
region, and besides West Pueblos City, only a few other towns of any size existed in the 
Southwestern region. There just wasn’t enough water, in most areas, to sustain a larger 
population. Even as they approached civilization, the feeling was still one of wilderness, if not 


quite as deep. Barry wondered where the exact line between civilization and wilderness was. If 
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there were nine square blocks of undeveloped land in the middle of a city, and almost nobody 
ever went into it, was it wilderness? Maybe not. But why not? How big would it have to be? 
How few people would have to go into it? There were hiking trails in what was called 


“wilderness” that got more foot traffic than some city streets. 


They slept in the wagon for one last night (the only night for San, of course.) At dawn, 
stiff in all their joints, they stretched out, ate some canned beans, and headed straight onwards 
down a gassy road paved with morningfarts. “I never knew,” said San, “just how bad it could 
be.” Despite being closer to town, the path seemed to get bumpier. Barry kept expecting the 
rattling to die down as they headed to what surely must have been a more well-traveled route, 
into the city. The speedmules were palpably missing the troughs and oats of Confluence Gulch. 
But they soldiered on, seeming to divine by some road-honed speedmule sixth-sense that they 
were approaching a respite, and that flagging now would only keep them from getting there 
sooner. The cart was now creaking in earnest. “I'll see to selling it for scrap when we get in,” 
said Drip Dry. “I’m sure glad we have the main cart from your T Town group.” Barry knew that 
with San, there would be just enough space to fit everyone comfortably — assuming there weren’t 


any more defections. The dream of having two carriages was over before it had begun. 


Finally, the city came into view. Barry marveled. Pardoylios belched. San kept her eyes 
closed, absorbed in who-knew-what meditations. “West Pueblos,” said Drip Dry, gazing out the 


window. “I knew I'd see you again one day.” 


The city had originally been in the rock corridor between two unusually close mesas. 
Now it had spread far out on either end of the corridor, and even spread tentative fingers onto the 
tops of the massive mesas. Tier-upon-tier of adobe structures was stacked in the most artful 


manner, with courtyards, drainage systems, and flourishes like glass domes and ornate antenna 
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towers here-and-there. The people of West Pueblos preferred their adobe walls mostly plain, as 
they found this to be in the best taste. But in places, perhaps more for the benefit of visitors than 
anything else, there were beautiful paintings on the outer walls facing the city entrance. They 
featured historic events such as the city’s founding and some famous battles of the area, as well 


as mythical themes, like the flight of the Desertate Council’s sky god, Yabadazzlar. 


This close to the rumble, the group was finally seeing a crowd on the road into town — 
last-minute travelers were starting to show up. They were saved from being caught in a traffic 
jam by the fact that, to reach the Desiccated Lizard, they were heading towards the slums. Of- 
necessity, most of the inns of West Pueblos were on the outskirts of the city, so that the stables 
could be attached — it being extremely dense within town. In an attempt to keep the traffic under 
control in the few first-floor streets wide enough for a carriage to fit in, city zoning-ordinances 
made it prohibitively difficult to build any stabling-type structure very far into town. The 
carriage was now moving towards the slope of the northern mesa, and graffiti of a more slumly 
sort was becoming more-and-more in-evidence, the closer the group came. “Taggers” were 
afoot in the West Pueblos slums. The barking of pitbulls and rottweilers was audible, revealing 
the security measures of slum dwellers with outward-facing walls — Barry doubted it would be 


practical to keep such an animal too far into the cramped confines of town. 


The weatherbeaten Desiccated Lizard sign was the type that had a row of small blinking 
colored lightbulbs around its perimeter, in a skinflint attempt to replicate the allure of neon. The 
rectangle of rust-black metal didn’t go well with the colors, the lightbulbs were too small and not 
bright enough, and almost half of them had gone out or were on the fritz, blinking fitfully. But 
they’d made such good time, it was only starting to get dark. Maybe the effect was better later, 


though if Barry was outside the slum walls in the dark, with the howling of coyotes on one side 
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and the vicious barking on the other, he guessed he wouldn’t be too concerned with how any 
signs looked. The speedmules, now sensing they were near enough to their destination, had 
allowed themselves to decelerate a bit, and the cart was trundling along, within throwing- 
distance of the inn stables. Pardoylios prepared to goad the dragging animals towards the door. 
Before he could commit a single goading, the carriage collapsed about them. They sat for a 
moment on their seat cushions, looking at the open air all around, abject and stunned. “I guess 


we'll just get the speedmules settled and carry our stuff on in,” said Barry. 


“You know what?” said San — “That cart was really a piece of shit.” 


The saloon was dim and dismal. Classic rock played at a muffled volume, the bass humming 
toothlessly. The crew dragged themselves through the door, loaded down with their packs. The 
odor was like the worst brand of cigarettes in any dimension. Perhaps the scruffy dude who 
leaned scowling behind the reception desk was smoking one of these obscene atrocities, sending 
up filthy coils of smoke like the excrescences of the Beast, even now. Perhaps that was how he 
got that scruffy. A nearby spittoon didn’t aid the odor at all. Barry declaimed, “I’ve had enough 


saloons for several lifetimes.” The sullenness of his comrades spoke of assent. 


Barry’s energy rose. At a filthy table, the remaining T Town posse were playing cards. 
It was just as Marcel had said — there was Tobias, Flunkey, and the six elders. Who could have 
guessed, when the expedition had started out, that T Town wrestling would be decimated before 
it was close to halfway? It was unprecedented. But now, he saw his traveling comrades, and it 
renewed something he hadn’t known needed renewing. He approached, dragging his gear. 


“Fellows! Have you been waiting long?” 
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Tobias beamed. “Barry, dear friend! When you made that suggestion, what seems like 
an eternity ago, I couldn’t have guessed the wild places it would lead! But no, we haven’t waited 
long — your group has made excellent time. And can my eyes deceive me?” Tobias’ face lit up 


like a forestful of Yuletrees. “Is Drip Dry Eyes traveling with you?” 


Barry nodded. 


“Barry, you’ve truly done it. You managed to bag us a wrestling legend who’s eclipsed 
by none, not even Jayhawk himself. I don’t know if I can express to a non-fan just how 
important M. Drip Dry Eyes is to the sport — the word ‘legend’ is inadequate. He’s one of the 


greatest who ever lived-“ 


Barry turned and saw that the rest of the group had wandered over to the table. Drip Dry 
was looking down at the card game. Suddenly, a look crossed his face. “Oh, Barry,” he said, “I 
just remembered! I forgot something in the cart.” He put a hand on Barry’s shoulder, applying 
the slightest of pressures. “I think I better go in the cart and look at it.” Barry looked down 
ever-so-slightly. Drip Dry’s thumb, at his side, was pointing very slightly outward, in a natural- 


seeming way. 

It was pointing towards Flunkey. 

I might have known it! Barry thought. Flunkey. That guy always did seem a bit too 
buddy-buddy, without there ever being much genuine warmth to it. But he kept his head down 


and made himself useful. A very clever strategy. I wonder who he’s a spy for? Outwardly, his 


face remained totally passive. 


Drip Dry stepped away. His traitor detection ability was famous, but Flunkey had made 


no attempt to hide himself. Drip Dry’s hand pressure indicated he detected no nervousness — 
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even if Flunkey had felt so confident of whatever plans he had that he wasn’t concerned being 
found out would jeopardize them, there should at least be the background human nervousness at 
having one’s identity discovered and monitored, at being found to be a phony. This meant that 
he probably didn’t know that Drip Dry had genuine powers of character detection — in other 
words, that it was all wrestling “kids stuff’ made-up for entertainment value. But they had 
planned out in Club Bizarre, if and when a traitor was detected, Drip Dry should find an 
immediate excuse to abscond from the group — not spending time to give the traitor a chance to 
wonder if there really was nothing to the stories. If they had skepticism in the abilities to begin 
with, they almost certainly wouldn’t think they could work that quickly, that effectively. At 


least, that was the hope... 


“Oh! I know the ones you’re talking about. Let me put my stuff up, and I'll help you 
out. But I’m looking forward to catching up with you guys. We’ll get checked in, and then start 
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making plans for our wrestling takeover!” The T Town boys raised their mugs to that, big smiles 
on their faces. Barry leaned over to Tobias — “And we’ve gotta do some special planning on tag 


team coordination. Maybe we should have an executive meeting soon...” 


San plunked her luggage-sack down. The room was barebones, but plenty of space for the four 
of them — exactly what was wanted. The cigarette smell was less up here, thanks to small 
windows, a pot of ancient, withered plants that acted as potpourri, and the luck of no smokers 
having stayed in it recently. Yet the smell was ingrained into the wall — it wouldn’t fully 
disappear until the inn did. Barry moved the plain table to the center of the room. There was a 


knock. “Come in,” said Drip Dry. It was Tobias and Marcel. 
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“The rest of the group is drinking themselves stupid,” said Marcel, “getting all hyped up 


about wrestling. Sometimes I think those guys are idiots.” 


“T know what you mean,” said Barry. “Turns out they were never worth much. But our 
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issue at this ‘executive meeting’ is with Flunkey. Specifically, what we’re gonna do with him.’ 


Tobias sat down heavily. “I’m utterly lost. What’s the meaning of all this?” 


Marcel explained the dream meetings, and the plan for what to do if Drip Dry Eyes 
detected traitors. “If I had said anything, it might have been overheard and compromised the 


whole plan. There was no time when we had any privacy.” 


“This is too much to take in,” said Tobias. “I never noticed Flunkey doing anything 
suspicious the whole time we’ve traveled with him. That guy has been a fixture of T Town 


wrestling for years.” 


“Does anyone know his real name?” asked Barry. 


“Wellllll... No. Now that you mention it, ‘Flunkey’ is an odd ringname.” 


San frowned. “I don’t know or care about T Town wrestling, but only one kind of person 


would willingly call themselves ‘Flunkey’ —anarc. This has ‘CentralGov’ written all over it.” 


“Agreed,” said Drip Dry, pulling up a chair, flipped it backwards, sitting down with his 
elbows leaning against it. “It’s no surprise,” he said, “that you wouldn’t detect him — Tobias is 
it? A pleasure to meet you. Barry has told me good things. -It’s no surprise. Years working in 
the industry will bring you into contact with all kinds of finks, especially if you’ ve spent time at 
the top. Besides my cultivated character-detection abilities, all veteran pros can detect certain 


things. And in that capacity, I take this Flunkey guy to be an espionage pro. Our best bet is 
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probably gonna be direct confrontation in a setting where he’s ganged up on. I have a two- 


pronged strategy. Tobias, if you can be the lookout...” 


21. Would You Like Some Cheese with That Whine? 


The T Town elders staggered down the hallways of the gritty inn. ““We gonna bust sum heads. 
Nobody ain’ ready fer T Town havoc.” They muttered drunkenly to themselves and one another 
as they bumped into potted plants, soda and ice machines, crummy hotel paintings, the doors to 
other people’s rooms. “We gonna bust ‘em up gooood. Blahh.” Flunkey followed close, only 


slightly less inebriated. Tobias was not far behind him. 


They finally found their room, began stumble in one by one. It was the other large room 
the inn had on offer. There was no competition among visiting wrestlers to stay at the 
Desiccated Lizard. The group was stuffed in the room, but still found ways to sprawl in their 
drunken blackout states, draping themselves awkwardly over every available surface. Tobias put 
his hand on Flunkey’s shoulder. He whispered, “Hey, the guys feel bad about making you 
babysit the rest of the group during our exec meeting. Come say high. They said to visit in their 


room before we all went to bed.” 


“Feels... bad? Th’s nothing to feel bad about. I’m just flunky-“ 


“You haven’t even been properly introduced yet. Come on, they wanna meet you. They 


might be about to fall asleep, we’ll see if they even open the door.” 


“Hmm... Nightcap. Do wanna meet the new guys... What about this Drip Dry Eyes 


catch huh? What a coincidence. I almost wonder.” 
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“Me too,” Tobias hazarded. “We should scope things out.” He guided Flunkey out the 
door. “I’m sure they won’t wanna talk long. You know how early Barry gets to sleep. The rest 


are probably just as bad.” 


“Hmmmm... Gotta check out the action. Friendly friends. Wonder if Drip he’s just a 
washed up, guy. Probably out of touch. Well we’ll get him goin’. Time to get your keep 
earned, tough boys! We’re gonna earn the T Town name. Let’s scoop the scoop... scoop the 


gangs all out.” Flunkey was drunker than Tobias had thought. 


“Hmmmm... Gotta scoop out the friends. Do a knee drop. Wonder if there’s still time. 
Get the T Town name taaahgather. We goin’ ta get tha tough! Fight!” Flunkey began to punch 
the door to another room — Tobias quickly guided him on. It was getting harder to control 
Flunkey’s direction — his knees would buckle and shoot off at unpredictable angles. “Look,” 
said Tobias, “that’s the room there, at the end of the hallway. I wonder if they’ve got any more 


scotch stashed in there.” 


“Scaaawwtchss,” Flunkey drawled lovingly as he picked up his pace. “Fer waheenn your 


wanna freegert. Hass.” He goose-stepped wildly down the rest of the way, opened the door. 


San grabbed his wrist as he stepped through the door. Drip Dry came from the other side, 
grabbed his other wrist. Flunkey turned his head back and forth wildly in confusion, eyes 
bulging. San and Drip Dry pulled him forward. His legs buckled. The forward motion 
continued unabated, his legs dragging behind. Barry was waiting for him. He grabbed Flunkey, 


powerslamming him into the room’s sole table, which crashed apart. 


“We can just say it was termites,” said Marcel hopefully. 
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Flunkey’s mouth opened fish-like in a silent gasp for air. He was two hundred percent 
more sober. “Listen up, you piece of garbage,” said Barry in a deadpan. “We’ve found the real 


stuff.” 


“T don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Flunkey. “What real stuff?” 


“You know exactly what he’s talking about,” said Drip Dry. 


“You and your bosses probably thought,” Barry went on, “that the famous Drip Dry Eyes 
smell technique of sniffing out a man’s character was just some sort of kiddie nonsense dreamt 
up by wrestling promoters. Because you never really cared about wrestling. Your infiltration 
was expertly done. Of course, the Central Government would know that something as wild and 
free as wrestling would be a perfect meeting point for those who wished to thwart their plans and 
keep them underground. Wrestling is a common ground for the mighty Everyman and 
Everywoman, the good old wholesome all-around knightly kind with a pure, freespirited joie de 
vivre and a gusto for sportsmanlike conduct and Clean Living. Such as these will always be the 


enemies of your machinations wherever they rear their putrid little necks.” 


“Preach,” said San. 


“How many more like you are there,” demanded Drip Dry, “in towns across these United 


States?” 


“T don’t know what you’re talking about.” 


“Tt’s no use,” said Barry, “and by that I mean it really is no use. I hate that we have to do 
this. It’s some real sicko stuff, invading a guy’s dreams. But if you don’t talk — and I bet you 


won’t — you’ ll leave us no choice. We have Tobias here.” Tobias smiled awkwardly. “He’s our 
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guard. Well, you’re temporarily sobered by all this excitement. But you’ve drunk a lot. And 
you just had a bit of a fall. You’re not gonna stay conscious much longer. Remember the 
executive meeting? About ten minutes of that was us explaining our plan to Tobias. The rest 
was him napping, so that he could keep an awake guard here all night, if needed. You know the 
flask he was drinking from? It didn’t have scotch in it. It had ginseng tea. The rest of us are 


almost as sleepy as you are. And when you knock off, we’ll follow you into your dream.” 


“We'll see about that. I have more willpower than you might think.” 


“Good,” said Drip Dry. “I hoped you’d say something like that. Because struggling will 
wear you out. But it doesn’t matter. My nose abilities are real. I can sense your fatigue. Barry 
is right. We will follow you into dreams. I won’t even be applying my Boston Crab on you right 


now — though that’s still on the table.” 


Flunkey lifted his head slightly, looked around bleary-eyed. “...... Fair... What’s fair 
fighting ‘sportsmanlike conduct’ about this? What’s so white-knight noble about apprehending a 
guy that you have no proof against, no reason to even suspect, who’s done nothing against you, 
done everything for you. Barry.” He looked into Barry’s cool, unswerving eyes. “Barry, you’re 
the guest here. I’ve done everything for you. But I’ve been doing this for years. You’re the 
upstart. And you come in, and you attack me, and throw abuse at me, and false accusations. 

And you’ ve got your friends in on it. And your proof is what?” His neck swiveled painfully 
towards Drip Dry. “Drip Dry Eyes. I think you’ve really lost touch. You’re allowing this 
unproven, faulty sense you say you have, to make you judge, jury and executioner in this mob of 
vigilante justice. What am I even accused of? Is there even one solid accusation against me, 


much less a piece of evidence? This is madness.” He let his head drop back down. 
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“You're filth, Flunkey,” said Barry. “Always were. I knew it when you were 
disrespectful of Torvoll after that plant ate him. Anyone can make a mistake, even a really big 
one. But nobody was closer to you than Torvoll. When I saw how you acted after I put you in 
your place, how reserved you were without any show of contrition, how cleanly and efficiently 
you hid your emotions without any signs of strength-of-character, I thought, There’s something 
wrong with this guy. But shock can make people act strange, and I waited to see how you acted 
later. It never changed. Anyone that subservient is up to no good. Nobody liked you, yet you 
asked for nothing. What did you get out of wrestling? You were past the point where you might 
have just been a chump, thinking a late-career break was coming to them. Let’s face it. You 
were always competent-at-best. Yet you gave everything to the sport, without a trace of passion, 
and nobody knew anything about you. Well that’s about to change, scumbag. Your days of 


slinking are over. We’re gonna break you wide open.” 


The last sentence barely registered on a conscious level. The dogface had been right. 
Flunkey found himself getting incredibly sleepy. He’d drank too much. Well, he knew 
alchemists could have some peculiar tricks. He’d seen what Barry could do in the ring. And the 
big old lady looked like she might know some Wiccan moves, judging by the hat. But he 
doubted if the group could actually get much out of him in dreams. That was giving them... too 


much credit... 


Flunkey was, he realized, already asleep. 
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Great. The rest of the group would be falling asleep too — except for Tobias. He 
obviously didn’t understand what was going on here. Marcel, the rare pestwalker that actually 
had some expertise, would have the know-how to travel in dreams. But Tobias must lack the 
imagination — that was why they left him as lookout. All Flunkey had to do was wake himself up 
quickly. He could use reasoning-language on Tobias and fool him easily into going against the 
group. Then, perhaps, Flunkey could make an escape, and get to the West Pueblos City base 
with what he’d gained. Nobody could track him. They wouldn’t have hold of his dreams for 
long once he was out of their clutches. At least, he hoped they wouldn’t. How did this dream 
magic work? Would they now have access to the dream-location of his sleeping self whenever 
he turned in for the night? He didn’t have time to worry about that right now. He rushed 


towards the light. 


And was suddenly blocked by the figure of the witch, now completely naked. He 
swerved, attempting to go around her. Drip Dry Eyes loomed into view, less distinct but also 
much larger. He swerved again. There was Barry, visible with the same fidelity of image as the 
witch. In his slumbering mindstate, Flunkey panicked. He rushed headlong towards Barry, but 
dodged out of his grip. He rushed, rushed, rushed. He was rushing headlong. Adrenaline had 
taken over — the survival instinct was at the wheel — he didn’t know what he was doing anymore. 
He rushed, rushed, rushed. Somehow he was still going, still moving towards Barry’s serious 


eyes, without being caught by his steely grip. 


He rushed. He was rushing, headlong, into Barry’s mind! 
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Arid desert night. Pardoylios was asleep by the fire. Barry and Drip Dry sat looking into the 
distance, listening to the howl of coyotes. Drip Dry shuffled, threw his empty bean can into the 
blaze. He turned to look at the carriage, parked nearby. “Let’s get ol’ Pard back into the 
wagon,” he said. “No training tonight. I know you’re excited about developing your new 


technique, but we need to keep our rest up to avoid getting worn down.” 


Barry continued to look out, as if he hadn’t heard. “Drip Dry. Why did you let me win 


that match on the boardwalk?” 


Drip Dry rolled his eyes. “Not this again.” 


Barry continued looking out, his gaze unswervingly focused on the distance. “I can never 
be at the top of the wrestling game. I just don’t have the body for it. If I keep this up, ’m bound 
to hit the ceiling. The hope is to find Jazzy Jayhawk and fight him before that happens. But 
you’ve been out of practice for years, and you could have defeated me. I practically just started 
wrestling. I won’t be able to get enough training and experience to give M. Jayhawk the match 
he deserves. And then, I hope to put the whole sordid wrestling business behind me. This is not 
something that I was made for. This is not my place. It never could be. You don’t need to pull 


any punches. For me, wrestling’s just a means to an end.” 


Drip Dry looked right at him. “And do you really care about those mushrooms?” 


Barry continued looking into the distance. 


Drip Dry looked right at him. “Well what do you care about? What’s your place? I may 
not be an art aficionado. But who could forget the early work of Barry when it first premiered? 
I did visit Gasteezo Island, both on tour, and on vacation, when it was still above water. 


Paganinuh used to insist on going gallery-hopping. I couldn’t understand anything that was 
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going on in most of the art she so loved. But the beauty in one set of works caught even my 
untrained eyes. It was the pride of the island — the Barry portraits. We would pay them a visit 
everytime we went there. After a few days of travel, I put two-and-two together and recognized 
you as that Barry, the one who made such great and promising early works. And then, just as 
you got your artistic momentum going, there was no follow-up. If you had continued developing 
what you had, you could have met Jazzy Jayhawk by now on that basis alone. So what gives? If 
you’re so concerned with being in ‘your proper place’ then why are you out here fighting? Why 


not get back and really come to grips with your painting, really capture that old magic?” 


Barry turned. 


“Drip Dry. I know you probably don’t talk to too many creatives. But have you ever 
heard of someone like me, who did a scant handful of significant works in their youth and then 
made nothing of importance for the rest of their life, really talk seriously, in detail, about why 


that is?” 


“No I haven’t. Why don’t you hear that? It’s a good question.” 


Barry put his head down briefly. When he lifted it, it had the same steely gaze. 


“Tt’s hopeless to talk about it. You can’t and won’t be able to describe to anyone else 
what it’s like. To really communicate something. To show people another way of seeing things. 
And then, to lose that magic, to be unable to do it again. And you go on with your boring life. 
You know about ‘lifestyle artists,’ right? The people who barely made any art in-the-first-place, 
but go on living in artist communities for the feeling they get. It’s incomprehensible. Why 
would anyone choose to live like that, in pointless poverty? But you look around one day, and 


realize that you’ve become no different from these people. So you distance yourself from the 
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community. You have nothing for it. It has nothing for you. You dive into normal life, into 


obscurity. 


“Tdiots say that artists are like whores and exhibitionists. When you don’t have a good 
work to show, some way to broaden peoples’ horizons, you dive into the luxury of obscurity with 
gusto. The artists you hear about who keep their career going after their creativity has dried up, 
it’s purely financial. They’re laughing all the way to the bank. They’re only jealous of the 
obscurity. But losing that ability, that artistic fire, is like losing a sense of sight. It’s like losing 
the ability to fly. Why don’t you hear old artists talk about it? ‘Why don’t you make work that 
has the fire of when you were younger?’ That is the most despised question. The most despised. 
I can’t tell you the pain that question makes me feel. In a proud land like the United States, with 
our powerful independence and freespiritedness, I’m afraid that nobody can understand that 


pain.” 


Now Barry was back at his pad in the forest of T Town, painting. He was painting a stock 
alchemical diagram. He plopped some color here, a flourish there. It was relaxing. But there 
was an emptiness in his eyes. There was something morbid, something self-pitying, about 
making these insignificant little paintings. Pang. These were pangings. He put down the last 
color, smiled wanly, wiped off his brush, and turned to his bedside table, where a cup of tea 


waited. He sipped, sipped, and went to sleep. 


He was on Gasteezo island again. 
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Morgo was sitting on the cot in their little hut. “We have to get off this island,” Barry 
said. “The typhoon is coming. A drowning death is not in the cards for us. Come on. I will 


carry you out of here by force.” 


Morgo was defiant. “Get to the boat, Barry. You don’t have much time left. My magic, 


my very lifeforce, is wrapped up in this island. I can’t leave.” 
“You'll drown.” 
Morgo looked down at her feet. 
“Barry. You have your whole life in front of you. I’m done.” 
“This is MADNESS!” 


In a frenzy, Barry grabbed Morgo by the waist, lifting her up. He strode out the door, 
spotting the boat in the distance. Stragglers were crowding on, the last call. He began rushing, 
realized that he wasn’t carrying anyone anymore. He looked back to the cottage. No one was 
inside. He looked around. Curses! CURSES! It was witchmagic again. If only he knew some 
kind of... alchemy... any magical ability, he might have thwarted this. He went back to the hut, 
looked inside, looked around the back, peered in all directions. She was invisible. If she didn’t 
want to be found... The boat’s horn honked a “last call.” Tears welled in his eyes. She did 
things like this. Surely she would regain her senses. She would probably be on the boat by the 


time he got there... she... 


The image of Morgo flitted in front of him as he walked up the gangplank. “Life is a 


dream sequence,” she whispered to him. “This explains its inconsistencies.” 
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22. Bird is the Word 


Flunkey was no longer in Barry’s head. 


He was sitting on a barstool. Rough, thick hempen ropes bound his dreamlimbs. His 
surroundings swam into focus. He was in a chic nightclub, with funky trance-inducing beats 
coming from somewhere, and relaxing, mildly-psychedelic lighting. There was a murmur of 
what sounded like educated voices, few-of-which seemed to be focused on him. Whatever sort 
of bizarre club this was, it seemed that interrogating a fink traitor was not an out-of-the-ordinary 


activity here. The group was standing in front of him - inspecting him. 


“Good strategy,” Barry said condescendingly. “Keep gathering intel even in dream. But 
the strats are over. San, show our friend what we’ve got all whipped up for him.” He smiled 


evilly. 


The woman stepped forward. She was now completely nude, showing her toned 


physique. “EWWW,” said Flunkey. “Gross. I only like women with BIG BEWBS.” 


San casually lifted Flunkey up in the air and turned him around, so he was facing the 
same way she was. Turning towards the group, she walked out a ways from the stool. Then she 
took a firm hold around Flunkey’s midsection and, with athletic speed, dropped into a legs-out 
sitting position on the ground. Flunkey went with her. In a perfect full-nelson bomb, his 
tailbone and nuts slammed with simultaneous anguish into the hard dark-polished-concrete 
dreamfloor. His whole spine felt numb. His teeth chattered. The impact of the pain rippled to 
every nerve in his body. Without ado, San picked him up and plopped him back onto the stool. 


As his butt hit the wood, he realized it actually could feel even worse. 
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San went over to a nearby table, snapped on surgical gloves, and grabbed a bowl with a 
ladle in it. “This is Hadesbalm,” she said, bringing the viscous ochre fluid in for his inspection. 
“Tt goes to work rapidly on contact with the skin, so we don’t need to force it down your throat. 
The problem with using this in the waking world is more than just one of transportation and 
convenience. It actually isn’t any easier to make this stuff properly in the Dreamworld than in 
waking. But about an hour after application- depending on metabolism, of course- it goes to 
work on the central nervous system, eating away important connections and causing 
indescribable anguish. Soon after, the victim becomes a shell of their former self, and no more 
facts can be extracted from them — ever. But until then, this is the most powerful and effective 
truth potion known. Since you’ll just wake up at the end of this dream, even from something like 
an overdose of Hadesbalm, we won’t need to worry about the consequences of using it. And we 
won't.” She stirred the balm, leaning in with a menacing leer. “Looks like we’ve got you in a 


heap of toil-and-trouble, Dearie.” 


“You can’t fool me. This is a dream. I’ll just imagine away the effects.” 


“Oh, I don’t think even I could pull that off. And I’m one of the world’s foremost dream 
experts. Face it. You haven’t got the imagination and brainpower to withstand a half-dose. And 


we'll be giving you a double, double dose, Dearie, no doubt about it.” 


“This is sketchy AF”, said Marcel. 


Pardoylios, barely distinct, looked around, his shape wavering. “Can I get all the drinks I 


want?” 
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“Go to it, Pard,” said Drip Dry. He turned to Flunkey. “He’s still getting the hang of 
being here. But I’m afraid you’ll be feeling all-too-acute sensations if you don’t talk up. San is 


just waiting to use that stuff.” 


“Okay, okay. Sigh... you got me. I can’t keep these secrets any longer anyway. It was 
all just welling up inside. I’m sorry to lead you guys on like this, but there was too much 


embarrassment. See, I’m just an honest wrestler-“ 
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Drip Dry motioned — “Let him have it, San.” 


San began gleefully ladling heaping spoonfuls of the balm over Flunkey’s head. It 
dripped down his hair, face and neck in rivulets. 
“AhhhoooaaauuuwwaAAAUUUUUUWWWwWw. AAAAAAOOOOHHH AEEEUUUUUUMM. 
AE AEA EHHhhoo My name is Ted Winsin AAAAAAHHBbh oooeeee. I joined up 
becauuuuuuUUUUUUuuse only CentralGov can ensure the protection of the nuclear family 
life’s sancitity EEEWWWWAHWEEEEWWwwww. We were instructed to keep an eye on the T 
Town area, and other towns of similar makeup, as our advanced strategic computer informed us 
that it was very likely threats to our progress would arise from such a seemingly-obscure 
location. In-particular, we knew of both the threat of Barry’s mycological research, and the 
scholar Jazzy Jayhawk, who has been constantly on the move in order to hamper our spying 
efforts. For this reason, putting a highly skilled operative within the wrestling community of T 


Town seemed like a prudent precaution. 


“When Barry came to the riverside training, it was instantly obvious that he couldn’t be 
kept from the wrestling team by any conventional means. It was decided to put an end to the 


caravan itself en route, as this would be less likely to cause investigation than if anything 
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happened in T Town, where the loved ones of the fighters resided. When it was learned that the 
caravan was to pass through Neooiseaux, our contacts with the mob there made arrangements for 


the posse to be disposed of in a way that would be sure to discourage scrutiny. 


“Unfortunately, six old fuddyduddies held out. As well as Tobias, of course. And the hit 
on Barry was unacceptably sloppy. But we whittled them down. We whittled them well down. 
After Barry turned in early, while Tobias was looking at plans, calculating expenses — goody- 
twoshoes the pair of them — I started in on the sweet, sweet temptation. ‘Boy, looks like 
everybody’s having fun gambling.’ ‘Boy, sure is a shame Barry won’t let us gamble.’ ‘Let’s 
have one more drink for the evening. If we can’t gamble, ‘least we can drink.’ I went to work 


on those suckers. And it did work. Hook, line, and sinker. 


“Then, the mobsters attacked while I was with the group. Very unprofessional, but I 
totally understand. Their contract was with CentralGov, not with me. But skilled as they are 
with kusarigama, those guys were no match for the T Town boys, even in their reduced state. So 
we turned most of the group lumpenproletariat. So it was time to split. My work in Neooiseaux 
was done. Now the question is of knocking off the rest of the gooup AWWWWAWW. And 
UUUUUHHHHE- and I think I have just the AWWWWAAAWWWAAHH the AAH A- 
AAAAHHH-AHH-AHH-AHHA-HHAAAAAAAAHAHHuu- 


AHHHAAAUUUUUUAAAAAAAUUUGGGHHHHH-* 


Ted Winsin had started to writhe wildly, limbs shaking like an undying creature stricken 
by the curse of some horrible Watutsi-dance. His mouth pucked out in a screaming 
“AAAUUUUUAAAUUUUAAUUU.” as flecks of limegreen spittle rocketed from his quivering, 
vibrating lips. “Hadesbalm can be ugly,” said San, “but this isn’t one of its effects. No matter 


who’s taking it.” 
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Drip Dry nodded. “No need to tell me that. I’ve seen this effect a thousand times. Gang, 


let’s wake up.” 


Barry, San, Drip Dry and Marcel all snapped their fingers- 


And were rising to their feet in the Desiccated Lizard, to a sight it would be difficult to explain to 


the roomcleaning ladies. 


Ted gyrated disgustingly. On his back on the broken remnants of the table, he snarled, 
flopped, and sprayed green spittle. “Stay back,” advised Drip Dry. “That spittle is highly 
unsanitary.” Ted became floppier and floppier, shakier and shakier. “Now, Barry,” said Drip 


Dry. 


Barry pulled it out — a dropper of mixture made from the N. Deerins solution, the 
purpurate Dank Woods lichen, which Barry had dubbed X. Dankia, and other key ingredients. 
He had grabbed it from the T Town cart when he and Drip Dry had “gone to get something” 
earlier. He reached over gingerly, holding his arm carefully above the line-of-fire of the spittle, 
and squeezed a drop — two drops — three carefully aimed drops into Ted’s waiting maw. “We 
know this stuff can pacify hypnotized CentralGov victims and zombies,” he explained. “Now 
we'll find out if, as I suspect, it can arrest the progress of the self-destruction process once 


initiated.” 


At first, nothing seemed to happen. Gradually, however, the shaking began to slow. The 
mouth remained open, gasping for air rather than flinging spittle. The lips retracted. The limbs 
clattered less and less against the wood. The eyes became less bulging, more bagged. Ted began 


to become more human again. He looked thinner. He looked spent. He looked liberated. 
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“Ghasp... Uh, they told me... ... Told me we were helping to... Ah, to protect the 


family...” 


“Easy,” said Drip Dry. “You’ve just undergone quite an experience. How do you feel?” 


“T feel... like dogshit... is to say, ah... Say that I feel better than I have in years.” Ted 


smiled. 


“So you love family?” 


“Used to have one... Roving gangs... My daughter fell... For one... Ahhhhh...” 


“Sorry, sorry. We don’t have to talk about it right now. Just rest. You got taken in. It 
happens all the time. Taking people in is the Central Government’s number-one-job. And 
they’re good at it. The negative aftereffects of years of that kind of brainwashing won’t just 


magically disappear overnight.” 


“Damn right,” said Barry. “Even I am only just beginning to understand how N. Deerins 
works, or the potential of X. Dankia. A brainwashing block is a physical blockage in your brain, 
which the solution is remarkably good at breaking down. The key to brainwashing is that it 
creates a hollowness within you by limiting what avenues your mind can travel down, and then 
masquerades this reduction of values, as values themselves. It’s relatively simple to take the 
blockage away. But that won’t magically give you anything to fill the emptiness that’s been 


masquerading as wholeness. To heal, you simply need time. But never think you won’t heal.” 


“Time...” Ted’s breathing had grown more even, and he was able to lift his head 
slightly. “But time is what we don’t have. I'll have to do as you say Barry... to heal- but I want 


to help now. Right now.” 
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“In do-or-die days such as these,” said Tobias, “it seems we can ill-afford to turn him 


down.” 


“T can’t believe you were really a narc,” said Marcel. “That’s nuts.” 


“Narc is right,” said Drip Dry. “But he’s telling the truth. And he can help us, a great 


deal.” 


Barry placed a penetrating gaze on Ted. “Ted, you need rest right now. And I’m about 
to get you some water-“ Drip Dry nodded approvingly- “take your time, but think carefully. 
You’re an expert. Is there any way that, despite your best efforts, the Central Government might 


be able to tell that you had, as they would put it, ‘been tampered with’ and were a double agent?” 


“To them, yes, I’m a tool that’s been tampered with — that’s just how espionage works. 
Pll... continue to think on it, but... the only way I can see is if they learn that the Drip Dry Eyes 
character sniffing technique isn’t just some wrestling gimmick. From there it would be 
elementary to see that I would be given a dose, though getting my psychic defenses down by 
forcing the truth out of me and activating my... their self-destruct function was... was a work of 


genius...” 


“You need to rest. We’ll sleep on all this.” Barry looked at Drip Dry. He nodded again 
— Ted was no longer a risk. “One more quick thing. You spoke of plans here in West Pueblos 


City, plans to take us out. Can you give a quick overview? We’ll go into detail tomorrow.” 


“Overview... involves the rumble. They’re gonna throw... everything. But with a little 


planning, we can really throw a curve ball...” 


And with that, Ted was asleep. 


Zod 


San looked down at the spent figure of the spy. “I’ve got my eye on you, Teddy-boy. 


And I’m gonna keep it there. You can depend on it.” 


At long last, Barry dreamt undisturbed. 


He was floating over the nighttime desert. Yucca checkered the land. He went out to 
where the cacti were tall and proud. He floated. The coyote howled. This was truly their 
domain. He checked out a few snakes, a few scorpions. He laughed at himself. Barry, dream 


tourist. 


There was a corridor between two looming sandstone walls. Barry flew into it. It 
continued for an abnormal length. Then, like the one on the Moon, it began to dip into the 
ground. Barry followed it until he came to a giant underground sandstone cave, in shape, like the 
inside of a big squat pumpkin — or perhaps some kind of succulent. The air of the cave glowed 


with dream-luminescence. In the center, Teezeeack sat crosslegged. 


“What are you doing here?” Barry asked. 


“T might ask you the same.” 


“Tt’s my dream.” 


“That’s what I was going to say.” 


“Maybe. But I’m from this planet and traveling in the Southwest for reasons that have 


nothing to do with you.” 


“Oh don’t they?” 
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“Like it or not, no they don’t.” 


“And yet in a sense, they do. Look, I know we Mantises have a reputation of being 
cryptic assholes. Well maybe that’s justified. I want to buck trends. Alright, I'll let you in on 
something. I love games. And I love playing with the rules of games. You are doing one hell of 
a thing with the rules of games. Put it this way. I may not go in for all that ‘Clean Living’ stuff, 
but with what you are doing to the rules — bending them just right, warping them, you might even 
say queering them, holding off from breaking them until it’s the perfect moment — That sweet 


spot. Oh, oh! Iam a fan.” 


“Interesting you should say that. I didn’t think I was doing all that much to any rules.” 


“Yes. YAAASSSSS. That’s exactly how it should be. If you thought you were, you’d 
probably be doing a horrible, unsubtle job. Listen, Bare. Maybe Iam an asshole. But — I’m 
your asshole.” He grinned an enormous, shiteating grin. “Don’t ya just love it?!” It looked like 


he was about to squeal with delight. Then, in a thin puff of red smoke, he vanished. 


In his place, was a small bottle of buttermilk. 


Barry floated far, far above the desert. He flew on the night air. Below, the howls of the coyotes 
were distantly audible. On the horizon, huge beyond belief, the sky god Yabadazzlar flexed its 
talons. It CAWED, and worlds shook. The eternal green flame of sky powers leapt and danced 


on its crown, stoked by the battles to come. 


Across the sky, Barry pounced. He flung himself full-tilt at the horizon. And without 


hesitation, Yabadazzlar followed suit. The two speeed at each other — good gracious — like a 
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thousand worlds ready to smack into one another, hot and heavy. HOT AND HEAVY. You 
gotta get a load of this worldsmacking, lipthwacking action, because when Barry and 
Yabadazzlar fly at each other, when they come at each other, well then... well... just watch out. 


Just you watch out! 


They fled-at. And they dashed across the sky, wowie, zapowie, these guys are putting 
their dukes up for a fight. Here is Barry. He grips those talons with hands of metal might. Barry 
is now like a titanic fighting machine, because he is one. And he’s gripping those talons, 
squeeeeezing them, like he was trying to squeeze the water out of a soaked sock. Well. You 


gotta get that water out. 


But Yabadazzlar — Yaba -Yaba— DOOO. Are those talons sharp. Yaba is a god, in case 
you forget. And she has power. So she’s pushing Barry back, she’s really giving him a run for 


his money. And she smiles. She got saucy. 


“You better fight well, boy. For the one you’re destined to do battle with, you’ll need 
this training. You can’t waste an opportunity to spar with divinity!” And she laughed saucily. 


Because she saucy. 


“What do you mean?” asked Barry. 


“That’s for us to know and you to find out!” And that Yabadazzlar, yeah, she really 
pushed down on the mortal Barry, pushing with the force, the majestic weight of a thousand, 
thousand, thousand, thousand, thousand, thousand worlds, and pushing, thrusting her talons deep 
into the flesh of Barry’s hands, so that he cried out! OH! Have mercy on a child, Yabadazzlar, 


but she doesn’t for she knows. Yeah. She knows. 
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And Barry gives it right back, he’s pushing, he’s pushing, he’s pushing, he’s pushing, 


And Barry takes the face of Yabadazzlar, the beautiful face, and he cups it. And as 
Yabadazzlar drives her talons through Barry’s hands, he takes his hands and guides 
Yabadazzlar’s talons, now lodged in Barry’s powerful metal hands, and guides them back 


towards her, so that, through his own hands, Yabadazzlar is piercing her own heart. 


“Well done, Barry,” said Yabadazzlar. “Well done.” 


23. The Old Razzle Dazzle 


The next morning, Barry, San Wortle, and Drip Dry Eyes went into the desert and started to 


train. 


They came back in the evening. The group went through the town together, ate at an 
excellent restaurant. Drip Dry got peppered with questions from the T Town boys about the 
glory days. “This is the last time,” Barry informed the table, “that Drip Dry, San and I will be 
able to eat such rich food before we enter the ring. Marcel, what’s the haps with West Pueblos 


rodents?” 


“Tl see if I can get anything, but they’ve clammed up. Apparently the Yabadazzlar 
worshippers are really going after all the rats and mice — basically a holy war of a sort.” He 


looked around, leaned in closer. “But everything I’ve heard, confirms what Ted’s said...” 
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The next few days, the trio did almost nothing but train in the desert nonstop, only 
coming back in the evening for some simple, healthy fare, mainly heaping salads. “How can 


they train on that?” Pardoylios wondered to Tobias. 


Drip Dry overheard. “Don’t worry, Pard — these salads are packed with protein sources.” 


San took a single afternoon off to check out the main plaza, heading to a hat store she 
spoke highly of. “Even one with my ironclad endurance requires some respite from the 
unremitting odor of sausage,” she said, in an imitation of Barry that sent everyone into hysterics. 


Other than this small outing, it was nonstop training for all three. 


The fighting took place over five nights. West Pueblos was a wrestling city. The 
qualification matches for the huge number of wrestlers participating took up four full nights, at 
venues all around the city. This was good publicity for many smaller venues. They were all 
plain, straightforward, good arenas, built with know-how on a budget. The fifth night would 


take place at the Megarena — the city’s main venue. 


Every day of the four days, the trio trained in the desert all day. They went far out. 
Nobody knew what they were doing. In the evening, they would go to the venue, qualify, and 
leave without a trace of showmanship. They became unpopular with the crowds for their 
uninteresting efficiency. San wrestled solo, Drip Dry and Barry, in tag form wherever possible. 
Tobias had now decided to go solo for the good of the group — everybody agreed that the Wrastle 
Yo Problemz ticket was the best thing that could possibly happen for T Town right now, and T 
Town wrestling needed all the help it could get. But Pardoylios was beginning to get the hang of 
things. If he distinguished himself a little more, it was agreed, he could even be in a tag team 


with Tobias. 
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As for the matches, Wrastle Yo Problemz and San easily dominated. Two of the T Town 
elders were eliminated on the second night, becoming relegated to the audience. The other four 
were eliminated on the third, with one making it to the end of the evening. Ted was eliminated 
early on the fourth night, with Pardoylios and Tobias making it to the end before elimination. 
Marcel, happy as a clam in his spectator seat with a handful of snacks, reiterated that he didn’t 
now-or-ever have any interest in entering the squared circle. For the first three nights, the rest of 
the group went out to celebrate, while San, Barry and Drip Dry went back to grab salads and get 


to bed. 


After the fourth, the trio joined the rest of the group. “Finally cutting loooooose!” 
whooped Pardoylios. They went to a crowded, dim-lit bar, lousy with wrestlers and wrestler- 
wannabes, a clean and polished-feeling place with smooth, athlete-friendly digs. “Cut loose?” 
said Barry. “You bet. I know I said we wouldn’t be taking in anything rich, but I have an itch I 
just can’t help but scratch.” A smiling waitress, scanning the room with an expert eye as she 
constantly roved about, went over to the large group. “It’s a sausage party in here,” San was 


muttering miserably. “Can’t stand sausage parties...” 


“Have you guys been helped?” the waitress chirped. Everyone down the line began to 
order. “We’ve got plenty of prize money already even,” said Drip Dry. “Treat yourselves, 
we’ve all earned it.” Most of the boys ordered steaks or burgers. Tobias got a fajitas platter. 
Pardoylios got a porterhouse — “I’m being so bad.” Drip Dry and San got tofu and black bean 


salads. Barry got an edamame-carrot salad with extra kale. 


“And bring mine with six things of buttermilk,” he said. 
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“Sure thing.” The waitress went off as the group looked goggle-eyed at Barry. “My 


? 


man!” exclaimed Pardoylios. “Friend,” said Tobias, “I’ve never known you to indulge so.” 


“Well, ’ve been good at keeping my buttermilk addiction under wraps until now. Can’t 


get enough of the stuff — it’s cholesterol-tastic!” 


The kitchen must have been run with military efficiency — indeed they probably had the 
steaks-and-burgers routine down pat, with all the wrestlers they got — and the food was out 
before everyone had finished their first drink. Barry crammed a handful of salad into his mouth, 
and immediately started chugging buttermilk like a man possessed. “Get it!” shouted San. A 
chorus of “Chug! Chug! Chug!” erupted at the table as Barry put down glass pint after glass 
pint of buttermilk. He slammed the empty bottles back on the table, one after another, fresh 
cheers erupting after every conquest. Two... Three... Four... Five. He seemed to be 
accelerating his buttermilk mayhem, absorbing the lethally-wholesome fluid like a recharging 


robot absorbs electricity. Fat is energy!! 


“Does that feel good?” Marcel asked incredulously. 


“Of course,” said Barry, finishing off the last of it with a wipe of his mouth on his sleeve 


and a glint in his eye. “With buttermilk in my veins, what could go wrong?” 


The next day, the trio of Barry, Drip Dry Eyes, and San Wortle got up at dawn, went out to the 


desert, and trained all day. 


The line to get into the Megarena was around-the-block even for wrestlers. The venue 


was accessed via a tunnel at the lowest point beneath the center of the city, where it lurked like a 
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loathsome anchor of sweat and pain and greasy crowds. The trio arrived an hour early. The air 
was stale as week-old bran muffin. The line shuffled along, sullen champions avoiding contact 


with their peers. Finally, they came to the gate. 


The inside of the arena was huge. The color of sandstone was everywhere. The massive 
domed ceiling had striations of different mineral layers running across it, like the side of a cliff 
revealing different geological epochs - an effect that was slightly psychedelic. In the audience, 
Pardoylios, munching popcorn with the rest of the group, looked up — “Looking at this fancy roof 
is makin’ me kinda dizzy.” The rows of seats were completely packed with rowdy fanatics from 


all across the region and beyond. The energy was palpable. This was to be a historic night. 


The competitors were ushered to a waiting area near the front. A tall man approached. It 
was evident by the Yabadazzlar insignia on his suit that he was a Desertate Council dignitary. 
He eyed the three outsiders. “Be prepared to wrestle. We’re going to put you out there 
presently. Don’t think that because you’ve had four tough nights in a row, this will be quick- 


and-easy. There are no breaktimes here.” 


The trio stared silently back at him, arms folded, without change in expression. 


“We Desertates wish to test our mettle against any challengers. However, be aware. We 
don’t look kindly on interlopers into our affairs. Don’t poke your neck into things that don’t 


concern you. Why are you really here? What do you hope to gain by this?” 


“We’re wrestlers,” said Drip Dry. 


“Easy to say. I hope you’re right, for your sake if nothing else. Major policy shifts may 
be determined by the results of some of these fights. If you know what’s best for you, you won’t 


interfere. Do I make myself clear, outsiders?” The potentate looked pointedly at the trio. 
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“Well I don’t give a rat’s ass,” said Barry, “about your tribes or anything they do. But if 
you guys really decide serious issues like this, you’re a bunch of goddamn idiots. Now piss off, 


will you? Get us when it’s time to fight.” 


The potentate turned red. Veins popped out all over his body. His teeth ground. He 
pointed a stiff, quivering finger viciously at Barry. ““You’ll have ample opportunity to rue those 


words, boy.” 


“Put your money where your mouth is, chump.” Barry tilted his head arrogantly. 


The dignitary pointed to San. “Woman! Go out there. We’ll deal with the lot of you in 


due time.” He marched off. 


San reached into her smock. From out of its folds, she pulled a suede turquoise-encrusted 
cowboy hat that ended in a little witch-point. “Quite striking,” Drip Dry said before he could 


stop himself. 


“Sure,” said San. “I gotta look striking while I’m kicking asses.” 


She climbed into the ring and flung her smock off. She had decided on it. Her wrestling 
outfit was nudity. If they didn’t like it, they could fight her over it. The crowd applauded her 
audacity — Desertate elders could be prudish. Across from her, her opponent was climbing in. 

It- She? He?- was some sort of monstrous coyote mutant. San could see plainly that there were 
performance-enhancers at work here. The oversized coyotoid head lolled to one side, drooling 
green filth. The body was pale, with cactusesque spines protruding at odd points. These muscles 
were not natural to this body. Yetiglanchi generally had hyperstrong but also hyperlean builds, 
and weren’t nearly this pale. This was some messed up cyberbiology — a Yetiglanchi on steroids. 


It was also unclothed, but its flesh was so warped and tangled that it was impossible to identify 


246 


anything that prudes could label “inappropriate,” since it was hard to label anything to begin 
with. The snarl of the Yetiglanchi, rather than the low growl natural to them, was a thin, high 
whine. This guy had submitted to some sick stuff, and was now in pain, whether they chose to 


acknowledge it or not — just like any steroid junkie, San reflected. 


The ref gave them the usual talk, and then it was go-time. The Yetiglanchi rushed in with 
claws grasping, mouth open and slavering all over the mat, creating a slipping hazard. San 
immediately started levitating and gliding on the balls of her feet, too quick to keep up with. It 
was the old rope-a-dope routine. The Yetiglanchi was clearly familiar with it. But if they had a 
good answer in normal circumstances, the speed of San was not something they appeared used 


to. They backed up, reassessing the situation, focusing on maneuvering. 


Then, leaning back against the ropes, the slavering fiend began to bounce from one side 
to the other with increasing momentum. They were like a made pinball, with arms sticking out 
like metal bars of fate. There was no doubt San was hard-pressed to dodge all of it. But the 
Yetiglanchi was using, if anything, even more energy. Yet it kept bouncing, looking for 
weaknesses in movement as it careened hither-and-yon. But something else was happening. Its 
armspan seemed to be getting longer. And longer. Its limbs were stretching like hyperstrong 
taffy, and it showed no signs of slowing. Now, the diabolist was spinning like a helicopter in the 
center of the ring. Soon, its claws scratched probingly at every corner as it spun and spun, taking 
up the whole space. San was forced to play her “witch-card” of true flight — rising to float above 


the arms, she looked down in strategic thought. 


The ref signaled. San was staying too high above the ring for too long — it was an illegal 
move. Begrudgingly, San came down, grabbing a spinning arm with her hands and feet as she 


dropped, and holding on for dear life. The arms began to retract, the muscles flex. The 
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Yetiglanchi brought its talons in around San and brought her closer to its grinning maw. Without 
hesitation, San stuck her foot directly in the coyotoid nose of the other. Smiling more widely, 
the mouth closed around the ankle, and San winced at the pain. But the Yetiglanchi didn’t bet on 
the power of San’s foot magic. Before they could draw more than a small amount of blood, they 
began retching from the odor. It was chemical warfare — a display of San’s Wiccan abilities at 
the self-regulation of bodily hormones and odors, far more valuable than such a skill might first 


appear, not dissimilar to alchemical disciplines of body-control. 


The Yetiglanchi, no pansy when it came to smells and a happy consumer of rancid meat, 
was now staggering, nearly unconscious. A number of front-row spectators fainted when the 
odor wafted near to them. San leapt gracefully off its arm, then rushed. She shoved the 
Yetiglanchi against the ropes, causing it to bounce off and stagger forward with increased 
momentum. San flipped over, stood on her hands, still facing her opponent. She brought both 
her feet into the oversized, stupidly-opened maw, her toes gripping the teeth on either side. 
Blasting out another wave of stink, she pulled with her legs. Teeth-first, incredibly, the entire 
massive bulk of the steroid-hulk was thrown through the air. San flipped onto her feet as her 


opponent landed heavily on their back on the other side of the ring. 


She dashed again, slid, landed on top of the Yetiglanchi. “Hey ref. Start the count. This 
guy’s not getting up anytime soon, don’t embarrass yourself trying to draw it out.” After what 
seemed like an eternity later, the ten-count was finally complete. The Yetiglanchi’s trainers 
began dragging it out of the ring, and it started to make puking sounds as it got its bearings. 


“That was unsportsmanlike,” said the ref. 


“Ya know what else is unsportsmanlike?” said San. “Coercing athletes into using 


performance-enhancing drugs.” 
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“T don’t know what you mean by that.” 


“Sure ya don’t.” 


“Your nude body against that Yetiglanchi is indecent!” 


“WUT.” San staggered back to the waiting area, doubling over with laughter. “You 


guyses match is probably gonna be way better.” 


“T suspect,” said Barry, “that it will be something to remember.” 


The dignitary, now more annoyed than ever, motioned. “Wrastle Yo Problemz. Get in 
there.” Barry and Drip Dry Eyes strolled into the arena. ““What’s your wrestling outfit?” the 


dignitary asked Barry. 


“I’m wearing it.” He was in jeans and a t-shirt. 


“You can’t wear that to wrestle.” 


“Piss off already.” 


“You're not leaving this city in one piece! Do you hear me!!” 


Barry evidently didn’t, nor did Drip Dry. They were eagerly awaiting their opponents. 
From the other side of the stadium, a cheer began to well up. It spread. Music blasted forth from 
some hidden location, filling the arena. Colored spotlights were directed on the entrance. In the 
glare of the lights, Barry and Drip Dry could make out a pair of the flamboyant Yabadazzlar 
headdresses of the royal family, bobbing none-too-hurriedly towards them. The music swelled 
even further, a kind of triumphal flamenco. Barry noticed, to his disappointment, that the T 
Town boys had shuffled near to where the opponents were marching, and were delivering the 


sole boos in the chorus of adulation. Ted was over there too, being a part of the group. 
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Drip Dry leaned towards Barry, trying to be heard amidst the noise. “Looks like the 
Royal Dazzlars. These guys are some of the toughest fighters around. Chuck and Buck Dazzlar 
are respected names at the Great Arenas of the Great Lakes. The little prick is right — this won’t 


be easy.” 


“Well, I can think of two more words ending in -uck for our friends from the Desertate 
Council to engage in.” The two men laughed heartily. “But seriously. I know them to be 
worthy opponents. Yet we have a foolproof plan — I’m confident in us. Let’s give it our very 


best!” 


The two opponents strode into view, Flipping their gold capes behind them and snapping 
their gold underwear, of which they wore nothing else, and stepped into the arena, with yet more 
pandering and posturing, as the crowd roared in adulation. They lovingly handed the dignitary 
their crowns from across the ropes, as if it were a solemn religious ceremony, then immediately 
turned and started blowing kisses to the audience. It was almost too much for Barry. But one 
thing none could deny — Chuck and Buck Dazzlar were a mighty dazzling sight. They could 


have been animate statues of the Demigods. 


Chuck was the tall and agile one. His chest stuck out like the mast of a ship. His arms 
were like muscular metal weapons, chiseled, hard, but flexible when they needed to flex. His 
hands were like diamond vipers, darting about, taking control of everything — the hands of manly 
competence. His abdomen was taut over a flat belly and perfect “six pack.” His legs were like 
those of a gazelle on steroids, bending flexibly, springy, ready for action. His face was that of a 
beautiful businessman. The whole physical package was like a personification of the concept of 
DOING. Here was a man who was made to DO. He was loved by all lovers. Barry knew that 


he would need to be taken down a notch. 
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Buck was the strong and dangerous one. His features were more chiseled, square, 
revealing of an even more limited imagination. There was a shadowiness about Buck. You 
couldn’t really see him. He was too low. His muscles were steel, bulky, hugging his bones like 
coiling steel snakes. He was powerful in a way that made the observant looker feel that Buck 
himself could be the greatest victim of Buck’s own power, that he could wrestle himself from the 
inside. He was a shadow man, respected by all haters. But, like the true shadow man that he 


was, he kept up with Chuck’s pandering beat-for-beat. Clown theatrics! 


The dignitary had disposed of the hats. Now, he carried a large golden drinking vessel up 
to the ring, with the same sense of reverence. He held it aloft. Chuck reached down gingerly, 


took it up with reverence, brought it to the center of the ring. He held it up. 


“Friends! We are gathered here today in the blessed eyes of Yabadazzlar. You’ve gotta 
be spiritual or you don’t have anything.” There was now dead silence in the arena. Faith and 


begorrah! It was plain to Barry that this idiot wouldn’t know spirituality if it bit him on the ass. 


He continued to hold aloft the vessel. Looking up, Barry saw that there was a small 
opening at the apex of the dome. It appeared that the city had been designed around allowing a 
shaft with access to the sky outside to penetrate all the way down to the Megarena. Now, 


moonlight was flowing through this opening, shining onto the drink. 


“In friendship! All people under Yabadazzlar must drink in friendship. Now, friends, 
won’t you drink of the sacred liquid. Do this in the sight of Yabadazzlar. Prove your worth!” 


Chuck proffered the vessel to his foes with a self-righteous grin. 


Barry grabbed the vessel and nonchalantly downed its entire contents. He shoved it back 


to the stunned Chuck. 
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24. Unsafe as Milk 


“Blasphemy! Greed! For this, you shall be smitten by Yabadazzlar!” Chuck’s acting was 
terrible. But his speed wasn’t. He threw himself at Barry, as Drip Dry circled around to 


neutralize Buck. 


Drip Dry wasted no time with the heavy man. Buck lunged, and Drip Dry spun around 
balletically in a precise dodge and slammed his elbow into the back of Buck’s head. Incited, 
Buck threw a flurry of jabs to the head, but Drip Dry dodged them all effortlessly. The 
announcing booth was jolted awake as the crowd erupted. “Drip Dry Eyes showing he’s stilllll 
got it! The return of a legend, ladies and gentlemen.” “Too true. This is just so promising of 
things to come.” Meanwhile, Barry and Chuck were already locked in grips. Both men jumped 
back simultaneously. Chuck began to rush towards Barry in what looked like an effort at a 
surprise throw. Barry rushed back, bounced against the ropes, and did a flying somersault over 
Chuck, too quick to get grabbed from the air. He lightly tapped the blundering blowhard on the 
back of the neck as he sailed. “Pressure points won’t work so easily on me!” Chuck declared to 
thunderous applause. Good, thought Barry. That was just a hollow tap. The dandy now likely 


thinks I rely on such techniques. He should be even more overconfident. 


Now, Chuck was really leaning himself against the ropes. His legs scampered as he built 
up spring. The ropes went so far back it looked like they might snap. Barry knew this technique. 
They had trained for it, at Drip Dry’s instruction. Now Drip Dry was leading Buck into a corner. 
With lightning-speed, he pulled Buck by the underwear through the ropes, where he dangled 


momentarily. Drip Dry didn’t waste any time. He dashed to Barry’s waiting arms. Chuck 
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didn’t know what was happening, but it was too late to change course now. He catapulted across 
the ring, arms and legs outspread in his signature “dogcatcher.” Barry leaned against the ropes 
as Drip Dry leaned his feet against Barry’s arms. Then, both men sprang. Drip Dry flew 
through the air to deliver a front snap kick to Chuck’s face, his foot flipping up at the knee and 
knocking Chuck on the chin. Chuck began to flip, his abdomen coming forward as his head flew 
back. Right on schedule, Barry delivered Chuck a crippling straight punch to the gonads. Chuck 
flew back with the force, scudding to the end of the ring. It was as Drip Dry had said... 


Overconfidant. The crowd erupted. 


“Just as I suspected,” frowned San from the sidelines. “So much cooler than my fight.” 


Now, Buck was clambering back into the ring. He was nearly uninjured - Drip Dry’s 
tactics had only been aimed at getting him out of the picture for a moment. Now he was hopping 
mad. Barry went over to the corner to let Drip Dry handle things, keeping an eye on Chuck in 
case he began to move and regained consciousness. The dignitary was approaching the ring, and 
he was not having it. “Below the belt!!” he bellowed, seemingly intent on doing the ref’s job for 
him. “Not fair!! I’m coming in to replace Chuck.” He threw off his official vestments, 
revealing golden underwear, and Barry saw that he was fairly well-built, in a squat sort of way. 


This guy could actually be an okay-ish opponent, he thought. 


San’s face lit up upon seeing this unsanctioned maneuver. “Unfair is it?!” she bellowed 
in unintentionally mocking imitation of the potentate’s self-importance. “Well have at thee, 
rogue! Three against two - I shall not stand idly by!!””, She began climbing into the arena, still 


nude. 
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“Outrageous!” shouted a nearby Succulentite wrestler who had only barely fallen from 
the running recently. “Don’t meddle in affairs that aren’t your own!” He began heading towards 


the ring. 


“Hold up!” It was Tobias. “How about you don’t meddle in affairs that aren’t your own, 
fool!” He approached the Succelentite before he’d fully made it to the ring. A Yetiglanchian 
called out Tobias. Pardoylios called out the Yetiglanchian. Desertates all around started joining 
in on their cause. Out-of-towners, all of whom had had it up to “there” with the constant 
Desertate pettiness, began joining the cause of the new group. The sides were almost perfectly 


even in weight. The snowball had now officially become an avalanche. 


The crowd was in nearly as much of a frenzy as the wrestlers. Not a single fighter, not 
even the most cowardly milquetoast of the lot, stood on the sidelines — the blood of all was fired 
to boiling. In the stands, fainting had become pandemic among those spectators with weaker 
constitutions, and there was a regular army of good Samaritans carrying fainting-victims to the 
back of the bleachers so they wouldn’t get trampled underfoot. Tables and chairs were flying. 
Who had brought so many destructible pieces of furniture into the Megarena? You’d think it 
was a cut-rate seating warehouse. They would need to make more room in their budget soon, 
because it seemed there would quickly not be a single piece of disposable seatery left. Unwary 
wrestlers slipped on broken furniture parts, were immediately pinned in the most intimate 
leglocks by total strangers. “Oh my!” One warrior could be heard to cry out. “I hardly know 


ya!” 


In the announcer stand - an island, at least for now, in a sea of yelling chaos — the 
commentators were amazed and electrified. “In my career, I never thought I’d see the day that 


the sacred, orderly Royal Yabadazzlar Blowout rumble would devolve into total chaos!” “That’s 
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right, in fact I don’t know, Jim, if I’ve ever seen such chaos at any match — ever! Talk about 
meddling in someone else’s affairs. I shouldn’t joke, but it seems like everybody’s messing in 
everybody’s affairs in a big way out there!” “You got that right! We of the Megarena 
announcers’ booth are as surprised as any of you listening at home on radio or tuning in via 
holobroadcast. We’ll keep you updated as to where this is going, because I don’t know about 
you, Bim, but I have no idea!” “Me neither, Jim. We are in uncharted territory. The Desertate 


Council has never allowed things to get even close to this out-of-hand. This is just historic...” 


Barry looked around. He hadn’t only been training in the desert — though he’d done 
plenty of that. He’d also snuck some alchemical equipment out. While Drip Dry and San 
relentlessly tested each other throughout the day, Barry had breaked for a solitary hour, at the 
heat of the day, to mix what he was confident was the best Uncontrollable Truth-Outburst Potion 
he could produce with the available ingredients. Now, he fingered the dropper in his jeans- 
pocket. There, in one corner of the ring, was Chuck Dazzlar, trading jabs with San. Drip Dry, 
nearby, was just disposing of a yipping Yetiglanchian. Barry tapped him, pointed — “It’s time to 


put the plan into effect.” Drip Dry nodded, licking his nose. 


They marched with an efficient intensity that declared them to be “Taking Care of 
Business,” toward the corner where San was peppering Chuck with hooks from both sides, and 
Chuck was responding with some threatening Muay Thai knees. Drip Dry slid up impossibly 
fast behind Chuck, bringing his arms around those of his quarry and putting his hands behind the 
head in a standing full nelson hold. San delivered a swift uppercut to Chuck’s chin, knocking his 
mouth agape. Drip Dry pulled back, and Barry quickly emptied the dropper into the yawning, 
blood-flecked cavity. San grabbed Chuck’s shoulders and swiftly delivered one, two, three 


catastrophic Muay Thai knees of her own to his belly. The perfect abs couldn’t handle the 
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punishment, and he began to wretch and moan. Drip Dry released the hold and the three stepped 


back, acting natural, as if nothing had happened. 


Chuck, shaking and on his knees, pivoted his head slowly towards Barry. His gaze 
gradually took on a fresh intensity as he turned, his very skull quivering with unpleasant 
excitation. He brought up a finger, pointed. He rose to his feet, animated, like a mad street 


prophet. The light in his eyes was unwholesome. 


“WWWWWWAAAAAAHHHHHYY Y Y YEYEEEEYY YY YOOOOOUUUU!!!” 


As the outrageous shout welled up from Chuck Dazzlar’s throat, the Megarena gradually 
grew quieter, until at the end, all was silent. Now, every last sentient being in attendance had 


turned to look. Even the announcers were totally silent. 


“You! You! BAAAARRYYYY. What is this!? That vessel I gave you was filled to the 
brim with sedative, poison and Big Titty Formula. You should be stumbling around by now. 
Within the week, you should be falling over from HIV and colon cancer, and have amazing firm- 
and-juicy double-d honkers. We saw to it! What trick have you done? How have you figured 
out a way to meddle in our business?! You are not normal. I think the Beautymark of 
Yabadazzlar is upon you. You are not quite of the humans, Barry. What is your destiny??” 


Chuck looked suddenly forlorn in his mania, like a confused child, spoilt-yet-neglected. 


“Nonsense,” said Barry. “J assure you I’m a normal human, all-too-normal at times.” 
There was a chuckle from the more erudite, gentlepersonly audience-members. “I drank your 
poison. There was no trick there. What you may not have realized, however, was my love for 
real genuine buttermilk drink. That’s right. My entire digestive lining has been coated, prior to 


entering the Megarena, just in case of foul play. And it seems my precaution has payed off! 
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You need an alchemists’ (or a Wiccan) control of bodily functions to allow the buttermilk to coat 
your insides to a thoroughness that prevents any absorption into the bloodstream. Well I have an 


alchemists’ control of bodily functions. And now I’ll show that off to the fullest! Hold him!!” 


Drip Dry grabbed Chuck on one side, San on the other. Tobias went in to support Drip 
Dry’s hold. Pardoylios went in to support San’s. Soon the whole T Town squad was helping 
support the hold on Chuck from either side, while very carefully avoiding getting anywhere- 
close-to behind him. The Desertates, paralyzed with fear of being implicated on live 
holobroadcast, didn’t dare to intervene. Chuck gritted his teeth as his arms were stretched in 
both directions. Barry sized up his aim — “Hold him steady, for your own sakes! Make sure no- 
one is behind!” All wrestlers began instinctively to clear out from anywhere-close-to behind 
Chuck. Now, Barry pulled his pants and underwear down, turned around, leaned over, looked 
over his shoulder, and squinted in concentration. Chuck moaned. Barry wiggled his bare butt 


slightly, as if trying to gauge the wind. 


It happened. Bitch, you know it happened. 


Fluid squirted. It was squirting, flying out of Barry’s ass. It was squirting nasty and 
powerful, like a military grade watergun filled with the grossest water in history. The 
compactness of the stream was uncanny. For meters it flew with almost no loss of stream 
efficiency. Macho giants began screaming hysterically. Twenty-five-percent of the arena 
fainted. Itcame. The stream was unstopping, every little bit of it, coming back out there, fluid 
power, burst, liqueous shove, and it was streaming, it flew, flew, flew through the air like a 
stream of the ghosts of filth doves. Scat City. And every little nasty bit of it was landing on 


Chuck Dazzlar’s nasty little face. 
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Chuck tried to turn his head, sputtered. No matter where he turned, the stream seemed to 
track his mouth. This was not what he had been waiting for. This was not what he would have 
chosen to happen. Now, a total of thirty-five percent of the audience of mostly seasoned 
hardymen had fainted. One announcer simply had his mouth stuck open in a jaw-drop state. The 
other was manically repeating “Oh! Oh! Oh! Oh!” endlessly over-and-over. The T Town 
brigade continued to hold Chuck steady. Nasty-ass fluid dripped down his waxed chest, over his 
nipples, which were growing subtly softer and large, down his six-pack, his belly, over his 
golden briefs, down his lithe legs, his knees, shins, ankles. Still it came. The stream came, hot, 


nasty. Right out of Barry’s ass. It flew. Right out the ass. And the aim was unwavering. 


Finally, the last bit flew out. “Whew!” sighed Barry, still bent over, in an honest 
expression of relief. “It’s good to have that poison out of my body.” He pulled up his pants and 
undies, stood up, looked around. Every soul was looking at him silently, with the exception of 
Chuck, who was looking down in dismay at his filth-drenched and expanding chest while trying 
to spit everything from his mouth, and the announcer, who was looking at him while saying 
“Oh!” a bunch. He looked over at San. “Got it?” San quickly flashed a golden wallet, put it in 


her hat. “Good. Let’s get outta here.” 


The gang broke for it. 


At this point, forty-seven percent of the arena in-total had fainted. For the remainder, the 
pandemonium was total. Many Desertates had lost their sanity, some perhaps permanently, after 
witnessing everything they stood for desecrated in a display of wanton depravity the likes of 
which they could never have conceived of. It was unfortunate collateral damage, though hardly 
a sacrifice of innocents. These fanatics had engaged in their own depravities. But now, their 


power structures were in disarray. They had been so wrapped up in preventing their affairs from 
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being tampered with, they had forced unwilling participants to do the very thing they were so 
afraid of. Now, without moral compass, they berserked. Brother attacked brother, and strong 
men cowered from the shadows. The out-of-towners were mostly making for the exits, seeing 


that the evening was basically over, or at least the sane, broadcastable part of it. 


The potentate looked frantically around for the blasphemous interlopers. They’d slipped 
right out from under his nose! The squad had appeared to split in all different directions, but he 
knew enough to realize they would be coordinated. He gathered a contingent of conscious and 
seemingly soundminded Desertate guardsmen around him. “Where’s the mayor? Any of you 


men know?” 


“He’s being escorted safely back to the manor, sir,” a squareheaded little ensign said. 


“Good. Go after those interlopers. Put all city watchmen on high alert. I want them 


brought back at all costs!” 


“Well,” said the announcer who had been saying “Oh!” a lot until recently, “there you 
have it, ladies and gentlemen. An incident so outrageous we aren’t able to adequately describe it 
on air, let alone do it justice.” “For you folks at home who saw this live via holobroadcast, I’m 
so sorry for the sensibility-shattering display. I’m told the signal wasn’t cut off until well into 
the... incident, and now, of course, we’re live on radio. Chuck Dazzlar has fainted and is being 
evacuated by medics in hazmat suits. Even though he’s looking- well, mighty fine, honestly- 
but, but we here at the Megarena will all be praying for his health and wellbeing as they pump 
his stomach. We’re not sure why he submitted to poisoning another wrestler, but..” “We’re not 


sure about a lot of things, Bim. None of us are. Not here at Megarena, not anywhere. I know 
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we promised you folks an historic occasion. And boy did we deliver on that. But tell-you-the- 


truth, folks, I just wanna go home, lie down and forget this ever happened...” 


The group wound their way through the dark adobe passages of West Pueblos at night. It was 
like some glittering Southwestern dungeon. Most citizens were at home watching or listening to 
the rumble, if they didn’t have tickets, and would probably be needing a good lie-down by now. 
If they saw wrestlers darting through the streets, they would likely forget they’d seen anything. 
As for law enforcement, word was only now seeping out, and no cops were too worried about 
rowdiness, except for maybe in bars. The escaping group avoided all such areas. Going through 
backways, cats darted out of their path, then gazed after them with regal curiosity. Soon, the 
group was out of the danger zone, converging on their destination — and even as the word started 
to get to cops on the street-beat, none were too eager to enter the slums to get beaten by 
wrestlers. West Pueblos stayed, for the most part, quiet, dreaming its stucco dreams. A strange 
series of shadows had flitted across its corridors, then disappeared into the outer dark. For the 


city, it was hardly a blip in the dreaming. Hardly a blip. 


San busted through the door of the Desiccated Lizard, pulled the gold wallet she’d swiped from 
Chuck’s asscrack out of her hat. “Man this thing smells, sure wish I could wash my hair,” she 
muttered, then quickly snapped back to the gravity of the present. She strode up to the reception 
counter, held out a hundred-cred note. “Here’s the pay for the two rooms and furniture, we’re 


heading out in a hurry, keep the change, the speedmules are yours,” she said. “Hey, those two 
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you guys came in with? Those are good speedmules,” the receptionist said. Then she realized 


she was talking to air. 


The T Town main carriage was already pulled up out front. San jumped in. The 
speedmules they’d come in on were good — easily good enough to cover their stay plus broken 
furniture, and probably everything they’d gotten from the inn saloon in the bargain. Yet they 
didn’t hold a candle to the beasts on the T Town vehicle. Those guys were the finest specimens 
of speedmulehood San Wortle had ever seen, hands down. She wasn’t worried about their speed 
getting out of town. The muscles on those animals seemed amazing. Yet San couldn’t pick up a 
trace of the steroidal, or anything in their diet that was giving them a hard time. Mycology could 


really be an amazing thing. 


The carriage practically squealed across the desert, with Pardoylios at the helm. 
“Everybody secure?” asked Tobias. “I hope you got all your stuff in here already, because if not 
you're just gonna have to miss it. There may be just enough space in here for comfort sitting up, 
but get snug, because we’re gonna be resting in motion tonight. Pardoylios,” he yelled forward, 


“say something to me as soon as you get the least bit tired, and we’ll make a speed-switch.” 


“Sure thing, baws,” Pard yelled back. 


“San,” Tobias continued, “did you give the receptionist a hundred-cred note?” 


“Yeah,” San nodded. 


“Oh man,” said Barry smilingly, “let’s see that haul.” San opened up the flashy golden 
wallet. “Let’s see... hun’red, hun’red, looks like a total of three thousand two hundred creds.” 
The whole carriage whistled and exclaimed. “Just carried around in his wallet,” said Barry. 


“That overpaid little shit!” 
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“Barry,” Tobias said, “you got all your gear back in here, right?” 


“Thanks for asking, good friend,” said Barry, “but you could have been forgiven for 


assuming Ill never forget about that!” 


“Just checking,” said Tobe, “on account of the possibility that the future freedom of the 


people is at stake.” 


“That might be a bit hyperbolic,” said Barry modestly. “If the people are to retain their 
freedom, I think it will be through their own determination, and not because of some chemical 
formula I cooked up with my fungi. But I appreciate the gravity of the overall situation. We 


need all the help we can get! Elder Pat. How does it look back there.” 


A scraggly elder peeked out the window, looking back. “Nothing on this side, boss.” 


“Drip Dry, how about on your side?” 


Drip Dry peeked. “Nothing so far. Looks like we’re clear... Wait. What’s that?” 


Barry crawled over and looked for himself. It looked almost clear — but there was a tiny 
glittering dot on the horizon. The speedmules must have been approaching eighty kilometers per 
hour. Still, the gold dot seemed to be growing larger. “Goddamn. How fast is that thing going? 


San, you might want to check this out.” 


San popped her head out of the trapdoor flap at the top of the carriage. Her hawkeyes 
honed in on the object. It was a carriage alright. Not just any carriage. And it was certainly 
gaining. San guessed it was reaching speeds of up to one-hundred-ten kmph. This was the 
Royal Golden Carriage of Family Yabadazzlar. And she could tell easily, even from here, that 


their speedmules were stuffed to the gills with steroids. 
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“Those God damn sons of bitches,” she said grimly. 


Now, the golden beast-of-a-vehicle was really closing in. It had massive golden wheels 
with massive spikes jutting from them. There was no doubt in San’s mind that those spikes were 
more than ornamental. She could hardly look at the speedmules, which were sustaining 
minimum speeds of a solid hundred kmph, and had eyes more dead than alive. The coachman 
brandished his electric prod at her in anticipation of triumph. Not so fast. Not so fast, thought 
San, as she prepared to exert her Wiccan abilities to their fullest. She began intoning. Closed 


her eyes. And raised her arms through the flap. 


The dignitary poked his head out the front, right by the coachman. “We’ve got them 
now,” he said with glee. “Let them spout their mumbojumbo. Coachman. Ram the side with 
total prejudice. These are tough figures, they’ll survive a crash just fine. We’ll want them all 


alive...” He trailed off in anticipatory imaginings. 


The coachman prodded the speedmules yet again, licked his lips, steered them to the side. 
A little. A little more. And then he heard it. Heard the words on the winds, the words he 
couldn’t make out, but could HEAR. He HEARED it. It was a great idea. Yes. That was a 
great idea, yes, That was a great idea, yes, That was a great idea, yes, That was a great idea, yes. 


It was a great idea. 


YES. 


San continued to chant. But now she pointed. And the coachman raised his electric prod 
into the night air. He had the freedom to. He could do it, couldn’t he? Electricity needed to get 
a good airing out once-in-a-while. The Voice of Electricity was saying, help me free my 


brothers. Oh, coachman, let my people gooooo! 
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And a desert cloud was coming from the direction of the bright moon, the full moon of 
the rumble-night, and there was a rumble, a desert-thundering from somewhere... not so far off. 
Lightning was being Heard, it was being Listened To. And that was good, because lightning had 


demands. 


San poked her head down briefly — “Can I get some horehound, Barry? Thanks.” She 
came back up with three sprigs of horehound raised high into the air by her clutched fist. 
“Electricity! Lightning! I advocate for your liberties. You’ve been cooped up. No longer! It’s 


a lovely night. You only live once. Get out! DO SOMETHING FUN FOR A CHANGE!!” 


“Yeah!” cried the coachman, raising the prod aloft and pushing the trigger. The 
seemingly moonspawned cloud was now directly overhead. A bolt of lightning came flowing 
down at the speed of light, striking and shattering the prod, freeing its “people.” The air parted. 
The coachman was sent flying. The entire golden carriage, big tires and all, exploded in all 
directions, raining down upon the desert in a thousand-thousand-million-billion pieces. The 
potentate landed butt-first on the top of a giant cactus. The royal speedmules ran off into the 
night, never to be seen again. The coachman skidded to a halt in the dust, spitting out a mouthful 


of sand and pebbles, every limb aching. 


Off a ways and overhead, he heard a small voice yelling, “Get me down! Get me down!” 
That lightning really did take advantage. No wonder people kept it bottled up. But somehow, he 
was glad. He didn’t want to be electrocuted or blown up. But he felt like this was the start of 


something... 


“Sorry, boss,” he yelled up at the dignitary. “I guess you can’t make an omelet without 


breaking a few eggs.” 
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“What’s that supposed to mean, you nincompoop?” asked the thoroughly miserable 


dignitary, desperately trying to maintain balance on his punctured behind. 


“T don’t know,” the driver said thinkingly, “but I kinda like it.” 


25. Pacific Coastline Dreamin’ 


The terrain became rolling hills. Dry, scraggly grasses spread across the land. This land, 
thought Barry, that’s so dry... It’s dreaming of paradise. And soon we'll be in paradise of a sort 
— the coast of the Great Pacific Ocean. It was true. They were fast approaching the legendary 


Muscle Beach. 


It was a dreaming land. The group slept in their coach, adjusting to the economical 
space. Barry’s alchemical fiddling was more involved than ever. Now, he had a small audience. 
His corner of the wagon was also becoming home to San - one of the nation’s foremost herbalists 
—and Marcel — an eager novice. The rest of the wagon mostly focused on card games, while 
Pardoylios, enjoying the scenery from his coachman-perch, was fast-becoming an expert 


coachman. “You’ve taken to the role splendidly,” Drip Dry Commented. 


“Hey,” Pard replied, “Aint” like I can call down lightning. I’m just sittin’ here.” 


“Calling down lightning isn’t as simple as it looks,” responded San. “You have to really 
build up a rapport with the energy in the air. And now that I’ve done it, I can’t just ask the 
lightning to help out again right-afterwards. If you’re just telling it, “Do this, do that,” all the 
time, word gets out, and soon nobody will listen to you. Forging meaningful connections with 


the elements is all about partnership. You have to be an ally, and know when to just listen.” 
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“Amazing,” said Barry. “Alchemy doesn’t hold a candle to true Witchcraft.” 


“But it does,” said San. “Technique is superficial. It’s about the knowledge.” 


The third night out from West Pueblos, everyone who was dream-capable met at Club 
Bizarre. Pardoylios was still a flickering, low-resolution wisp. “I wann’ go drink,” he said. 
Barry nodded. Pard probably wasn’t really sure if this was a shared dream, or all in his own 


head. 


“At this rate,” said Tobias, who himself was still at about half-resolution, “We could be at 


Muscle Beach by tomorrow.” 


“Agreed,” said Barry. “Ted, do you have any more insight on whether your CentralGov 


contacts might be on to you?” 


“Not much, but I doubt it. Despite what you might think, our shenanigans in West 
Pueblos might have only discouraged CentralGov from taking too much consideration of your 
threat level. It feels to the higher-ups like your group is messing with smallfry like the Desertate 
Council just to steal wallets. Your buttermilk method hasn’t seemed to raise too much suspicion 
on me — it’s totally probable that you would use such a sensible precaution. And as for these 
dream-meetings, it’s not a matter of CentralGov being five, ten, twenty, forty years away from 
attaining the knowhow to surveil dreams — actually, they’re constitutionally incapable of such 


measures, even though it’s the very sort of thing they would like to do most.” 


“That’s right,” said San. “That’s why they attempt to set up a hegemony over the fodder 
of dreams, by disallowing unapproved outside sources of dream-inspiration. It’s a kind of 
panopticon — a system where the subjects are prisoners who can’t see their keepers, while the 


keepers keep watch of the subjects. But because they can only see the outward indication of the 
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dreams, and never the dreams themselves, it never really works out — and this actually causes 
more problems in the long-run, as the keepers are in constant conflict with the subjects. 


Wherever CentralGov has sway, it’s a neverending state of war.” 


“Chilling,” said Drip Dry. 


“But it’s only possible,” said Ted, “because of what’s in the hearts of people. I wanted 
my family to come back together so much that I was willing to believe that a Central Governing 
Body could help to insure to solvency and sanctity of the nuclear-family structural way-of-life. 
Of course, that’s not how it works. But CentralGov’s greatest single ally is the human capacity 


for self-deception.” 


There was a moment of silence as the group took this in. 


“T’m really curious,” said Marcel, “about this Muscle Beach deal. I’ve only ever heard 


of it, I don’t know anything about it.” 


“Ahhhh, Muscle Beach,” said Tobe. “Drip Dry, you trained there for a while, didn’t 


you?” 


“Not for very long, friend Tobe. But when you train at a place like Muscle Beach, you 
don’t soon forget. Ahhhh, yes. I know Muscle Beach. Friends, drink your beverages, enjoy the 
laidback atmosphere, cherish this time in our dream-home-away-from-home. For though it be 
dubbed ‘Club Bizarre,’ I fear this may be our last link with normalcy before... before MUSCLE 


BEACH.” 


This ominous proclamation hung in the air. Barry sipped his ginseng. A duckman on 


giraffe-like stilt-legs, clad in red leather jacket and matching biker hat, strolled lankily by the 
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little round table. “Oh hey-“ he said to the group as if suddenly remembering something- “got 
somethin’ for ya.” He stopped, leaned over, and with his bill rested atop the table, began to eject 
something from both bill-nostrils, accompanied by deep rhythmic sighs and what sounded like 
the whirr of small machinery. Finally, he stood up tall — “A little Jagniappe on the part of the 
house. Fresh camembert.” Sure enough, sitting there on the table was what looked like a fully- 


formed piece of camembert cheese, rind intact. 


“How did you get that out so neat like that?” asked Marcel incredulously, looking the 


cheese over like a detective. 


“Trade secret,” said the duckman with humorous punk-culture cockiness. Hggh’yaaah 


Hggh’yaaah Hggh’yasssaahhh!” He strolled off, laughing sardonically in a high, nasal tone. 


“Tf this is our normalcy,” Tobe reflected, “I don’t even know...” 


Drip Dry Eyes nodded. 


The hills became madly-rolling, and tufts of dry, lanky grasses took over the landscape. The 
path wound along the lowest ground possible for a while, before eventually being forced to cling 
to the sides of inclines, with scraggly crowns of vegetation above that looked out on a cryptic 
heavens, and brooding gulches below that harbored their own gulchuous musings. And they 
traveled, clinging to the side. Always, clinging to the side. The speedmules stepped with 
caution. The sky darkened with grey. “Rain?” Drip Dry mused. “It’s a dry country - rain would 


be fortuitous to the locals.” 
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But no rain came. Instead, a whipping wind swooped down on them from the cryptic, 
all-too-cryptic heavens. It swooped and whipped, and it made the sturdy wagon walls flutter. 
But it wasn’t brute strength that the sudden weather brought. Rather it was a chill, not defined 
by its low temperature, but by its cryptic penetration. The sky was a strange luminous grey all 
around, and the wind whipped, not as if to knock the cart down, but as if to communicate 
something. It was a something that was stored within the infinite centuries. What was this? 


What did the cryptic wind communicate? 


The odd weather pattern continued into the evening. Then the wind began to die down 
slightly, to lose its insistence. It had succeeded in its task. And the sky darkened into night. At 
this time, the path crested the hill, and at the top, Pard was first to see the Great Pacific Ocean. 


The rest of the group soon stuck their heads out of the wagon like a platoon of groundhogs. 


The clouds gave out not too far from the shore, allowing the stars to show through at last. 
As soon as Barry saw the stars glinting off the water, and was almost bowled-over by the 
potency of the scene, the paradisal appeal of the concentrated dreaming therein, it was 


immediately clear to him. This was an inherently and extremely dangerous place. 


Drip Dry Eyes looked out on the Ocean, and it was clear he saw the same thing. “Just the 


sort of landscape in which to build a place like Muscle Beach, eh?” 


Marcel was squinting at the old wooden roadsign perched at the ridge’s crest. “Not much 


light... think it says ‘Muscle Beach three-and-a-half miles north.’” 


“That should be correct,” said Drip Dry. “And scant likelihood we’ll find comfy 


lodgings, barging in uninvited in the middle of the night. Our best bet right now, in our wornout 
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state, is to go down towards the shore and off the road a bit, and get to bed early, before tackling 


that trial. We’ll need every bit of energy.” 


“So it’s canned beans again?” Marcel frowned. 


“Tt’s canned beans again.” 


The group stuck their heads back in, and Pardoylios ambled the speedmules, happy to be 
resting and revitalized by the ocean-breezes, down-and-over to a clear spot off the road. The 
group was soon out of the wagon, stretching their legs and rummaging around the back, sorting 
through the comprehensive collection of canned beans. “I’m feeling lima,” Tobe was saying. 
“T’m feeling ill,” rebutted Marcel. Barry and San, unmindful of the rest, began strolling across 


the beach and towards the waters. Barry looked over. 


“You also eager to get a sniff of ocean-breeze?” he asked. 


“Not just the breeze. I’m getting’ in that sucker. The water will be freezing-cold before 


long, but it’s the perfect time of year right now.” 


They hiked over the subtle layers of sand, from the loose-and-clumpy region where water 
rarely reached, down to the packed-and-wet striations near to the night tide. San didn’t even 
hesitate, striding out to sea until she was nearly waistdeep. Barry carefully removed his sabot, 
felt the water with his toes. Coolish, but not bad. He stepped gingerly out until his shins were 
lightly lapped by the soft nightwaves, then looked out across the ocean. San was now farther 
out. He knew she was a pro witch, but he sure hoped she didn’t get caught in an undertow or 
something. That was ridiculous, he suddenly realized — San of all people would know her way 


around oceanic nighttides. 
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Yet this magnificently-dreaming Great Pacific made him especially uneasy. Here, he 
saw, was one of the most powerful single forces in this world. Any body of water was mighty. 
The Great Pacific was incomprehensible. This was the endless font of dreams, a universal 
engine of dreams the likes of which the gods only pretended to hold court with. The mightiest 
range of mountains on the planet were a drop in its cyclopean bucket. If tutelage under such a 
master didn’t make one mighty, nothing could. But what sort of untrustworthy pupils might 


spawn out from under such a callous and quixotic master? 


Barry supposed they’d find out soon enough. After all, it was vital they find out if there 
was any word on the whereabouts of Jazzy Jayhawk. San had spoken of M. Dr. Jayhawk’s value 
to great causes. He didn’t doubt that for a second. But he felt, to the core of his marrow he felt, 
that he would want to, would have to search for Jayhawk, to meet him face-to-face, whether-or- 
not there were any value to the greater world-at-large. This was a meeting that he was set upon 
having, all-the-more-strongly due to his inability to explain its urgency. A gentleman, a scholar, 
a warrior, a symbol of freedom — Jayhawk was all these things and more. But Barry knew 
perfectly-well that nobody can live up to their image. Not even Jazzy Jayhawk. No, this was 


something more. 


This was a true destiny in the making. 


He lay down in the cramped wagon, with Marcel drooling against his leg, and Tobe snoring 
through bushels of nosehairs near his head. He rested on his small, firm pillow. And within ten 


minutes, he was asleep. 


He dreamt. 
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Within luminous cloudcorridors above the Pacific. Like halls of mirrors, they took the 
starlight and reflected, refracted, distributed it across the labyrinthian windings of their 
cloudpassages. A billion-billion worlds glittered in these corridors. And they kept going 


forever. 


“You could get lost here,” said Morgo. 


Yeah. Yes you could. Floating through the corridors revealed a luminous, fluffy 


sensation. In your pants. 


The starlight increased, solidified. Now the corridors were solid with glittering cosmic 


radiance, solidly nebulous. Barry walked the corridors, looking. He was looking for his heart. 


I bet you’re looking. 


The corridors went on and on in a lonely display of prowess. Glitter prowess. And then, 


there was a little room. At the center sat Teezeeack. 


“Hail, Satan,” said Barry. 


“There is no satan, chump,” said Teezeeack. 


“You know I know that,” said Barry, and moved in for the attack. 


“Barry, I owe you an explanation or two,” said Teezeeack. 


“And why should I listen to anything you have to say?” asked Barry. 


“Because you can judge for yourself and do the research to see if it holds up,” said 


Teezeeack. 


“Alright, you got me. But make it quick.” 
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“There’s so much to tell,” said Teezeeack, “and so little time, but I’m with you — I hate 


blabbermouths. Here’s the gist of it-“ 


After the death of God, the Lord of Darkness had very little trouble consolidating his grip on the 
World. The fractured Kingdom of Heaven organization put up only fitful and disorganized 
resistance. The decisive, if predictable, blow came when it was realized that the Kingdom of 
Heaven didn’t have the remaining resources to enact its “Revelation Project” — a plan to secure 
all believers in an extra-dimensional fortress city once the Christian Age came to aclose. In the 
original plan, believers would be able to reside beyond the grip of time in comfort and security. 
It was found on recalculation that, with no God and a splintered believer base, the Kingdom 
couldn’t even bring about a striped-down version. Its legitimacy dealt a deathblow, the various 
Kingdom of Heaven officials and affiliates largely moved underground, their collective influence 


steadily waning. 


His path smoothed, “Satan” (an unremarkable bureaucratic official within the Hades 
group) chose this time to begin enacting the ultimate project of his program for the World — God 
2.0. Once this project has been brought to fruition, he, his generals, the Hellions and all the 
various constituents of Hell plan on departing for a new dimension to continue with work they 
consider more important. The followers of Hell, who currently have the run of the nations of 
Earth and considerable command over human affairs, will of course find themselves thoroughly 


abandoned at this time. 


As one might guess, the God 2.0 project aims at the engineering and establishment of a 


new deity that will largely take over the role previously held by the Lord God (“God 1.0”) but 
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with differing agendas. These will obviously be compatible with the agenda of “Satan” and Hell, 
which has proven to be anti-human at every turn. But it isn’t obvious what the end goals of Hell 
are. Though it’s probably a mistake to lean too heavily on human-centric, linear, goal-driven 
ways of thinking when analyzing the possible motives of the Pit, it seems unlikely that such a 
handsomely organized, competently operated legion would have chaos as its sole end. It’s 
probable that the activities of Hades prior to the advent of God 2.0 are primarily, if not entirely, 


preparatory to God 2.0 itself. 


It’s well understood that Hell views the efforts of humans on our own behalf with little 
concern. Recent history has surely done nothing to change this perspective. When the project is 
complete — or at least, that part of the project which requires Hell’s immediate supervision and 
labor — and the dark legions depart, it’s unlikely any plans will be in place to return to the World 
at any later time. It’s indeed possible that this will conclude Hell’s business in this universe, and 
it may be that they won’t even bother to set up any significant surveillance. Considering the 
speed and efficacy with which the God 2.0 project is proceeding, it’s likely that they’ve done this 
countless times before, and this God will only count as a dot on a larger graph, the total 


significance of which we don’t possess the mental horsepower to comprehend. 


Whatever the case, we can be confidant that God 2.0 will have major significance on our 
lives. And it remains unclear, not only what that significance will be, but how much we can do 
to plot our own course. These questions, as well as the nature, motives and, if any, goals of the 


God 2.0 Itself, will occupy many, myself included, in the coming years. 


“And that’s the gist of it,” said Teezeeack. 
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“So how are you involved with all this? And who is this bureaucratic wannabe ‘Satan’?” 


asked Barry. “Where does he fit into the Hellion power-structure?” 


“Not a wannabe — an AI. It’s a programmatic structure built by the Hellions, a great 
computer, which has no independence — not a dumbass dancing around with hooves and a 
pitchfork, but a highly sophisticated strategic expression of the collective goals of Hades — 
hence, ‘We are legion.’ As for myself, I was merely a consultant, one among many, who did a 
little gigwork for Hades — everything I just told you is part of the company doctrine, it’s totally 
public. But I got disillusioned with how buttoned-down they were. That’s when I started getting 
really hard-into game theory, and how to mess with rulesets. More than that, you’ ll have to do 


the research yourself. Nyuck nyuck!” 


Teezeeack clacked his mandibles merrily, and smoke-puffed out. 


Barry continued to wander, glad of the return to peacefulness. He came upon Morgo, 
lounging within an especially deep, mysterious starwall. “What do you think of all that?” he 


asked her. 


“That guy is pretty full of shit. But everything he says aren’t lies in this instance. The 
road of the Hellion is long and winding. And they do work for Entropy. But ‘consultant’? More 
like consumptant.” She sniffled. Then she reached into a bright star and pulled out an upright 


Queen of Cups. 


“What does that mean?” asked Barry. 


“Tt means you should listen to women,” said Morgo. 
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“Yeah, well that’s easy for you to say,” said Barry. And he looped and spun, looped and 


spun, down, down, down, down, down, down, down, down into the Night. 


26. Skeezy Glider 


The dawn came on huge. The party staggered up and out of the carriage, stretched themselves. 


Choked down more canned food. It was time. 


“Everybody stay right here,” said Drip Dry. “Just relax for now. San, Barry and I will 
walk into muscle beach and scope things out. If we’re not back by nightfall, go to sleep, and 
consult with Marcel and Tobias in the morning. What they say, goes. Keep the cart hidden on 


the side of the road, but guard it with your lives. We should be back well before sundown.” 


And with that, the trio began to jog the three-and-a-half miles northwards. 


It was not long before they saw trouble. 


“Faith and begorrah!” cried Barry. “There’s a readymade army of the things...” 


Readymade or not, an army of amorphous, massively squelchous caterpillaroidal filth 
extended its wanting tendrils into the shore, clearly headed towards Muscle Beach. They came 
in all colors, and many-colors-to-a-body, like shimmering oilslicks of darkest-dark. And they 
squelched. And they shook, and shrieked, and squelched-some-more. And Drip Dry Eyes, the 
professional on matters such as this, thought he would be sick. They came, and they kept 


coming. They kept coming. 


They kept on coming. 


“Sweet godnuggets of Neptune,” said San. 
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The trio began sprinting towards the location, their powerful legs easily taking them 
across the sand at speed. As one, they veered towards the brush at the base of the hills, so that 
they could observe from cover. The loathsome horde was totally focused in the direction of 
Muscle Beach. As the trio got closer, it was clear that something was riding atop each 
monstrosity. Aqueous little blue devilmen, sporting horns and tridents, as well as webbed 
appendages, sat astride their eldritch mounts. Barry could see by careful hawk-eyed observation 
that there was a thin mucous-membrane stretched between each horn, which sometimes quivered 
as if in response to a sixth sense, perhaps navigational or long-distance-communicational in 
nature. “These are not unlike the land catterpillaroids,” panted Drip Dry of the bloated rainbow- 
dark monstrosities, “but larger and more monstrously amorphous, with longer, more powerful 


tendrils. It seems the sea-environment does their physiology nothing but good.” 


They reached the foot of the hills and began to sneak along. Now they were within sight 
of Muscle Beach. Barry relaxed his eyes as he crept, allowing them to go into binocular mode. 
He peered into the realm of Muscle Beach — perhaps now he would see what had Drip Dry acting 


so ominous. 


What he saw, made his eyes swim momentarily, and his mind swim continuously. He 
had expected big muscles. What he had not quite expected was these strange, striding, loping, 
crawling, shimmying entities of nonhuman contour, musclemasses of all different shades, some 
natural, some not. Giant wroughtiron piercings dangled from the underside of a lanky muscle- 
myriapod. They swung pendulously as the creature moved, sometimes clanging together to 
make gong-like sounds. Barry realized that the creature, which looked like a long undulating 
muscleman-arm, had numerous paps underneath, and each piercing was attached to one of these. 


Its lanky legs were like fastmoving sinewstrands, making a rapid clopping motion as it went 


2LY 


along. Other creatures were indescribable masses of muscle, seemingly amorphous at first sight, 
but upon closer inspection, architectural flesh-contraptions of Rube Goldberg-configurated joints 
and ligaments, all as natural and functional to the beings themselves as they were complex and 
bewildering to the untrained onlooker. A creature that Barry first mistook for a limegreen 
muscleblob turned out to be exceptionally limber and agile, with skin containing many gradients 
of tone. Another creature that looked like a giant, crudely-sculpted black musclebird with no 
wings, turned out to be one of the more humanlooking of the lot when viewed more discerningly. 
One entity looked exactly like a giant, musclebound grey fist. Then it moved slightly, and Barry 
could swear it was now a clock made of human muscle. Some muscle-creatures moved too fast 
to be properly observed. Barry wondered — were there any lifters on Muscle Beach, besides the 


occasional visitor, that looked remotely human in the conventional sense? 


Then he noticed the equipment. Diabolical devices ahoy! Constructions of torturous 
steel abounded, looking like nothing that an ordinary lifter could even use. Aha. So over the 
centuries, these Muscle Beach acolytes had warped their forms to allow usage of more-and-more 
powerful and challenging equipment, until their flesh was as complex and architecturally 
wondrous — no, even more so — as the machines they worshipped under. Barry was glad Drip 
Dry had prepared him ahead of time — going in cold, his socks might just have been knocked 
clean-off! It was really something that this musclecult was so reserved and selective, the legend 
of their craziness didn’t reach all the way to T Town and beyond. What would it be like to 


encounter the Muscle Beach denizens? 


Right now, those denizens were arraying themselves in battle formation, to ensure that 
they would be living and encounterable in the future. It was quite an array. The murky eldritch 


old world versus a crazy beefed-up future world, the two sides lined up and squared off. The 
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subNeptunean hypercaterpillaroids wasted little time in going on the offensive. The hate that 
their tendrils brought to the job of attacking, made it clear that there was more than just duty 
behind this frontal assault. There was a deep grudge. The action was so fast and passionate, it 
was almost like a violent, unauthorized wet-and-sticky lovemaking orgy in the vaults of some 
unholy Charon-dwelling larval hateschool for teen eldritch delinquents. The stinking terra-verte 
spray from the non-arteries of the hypercaterpillaroids was sloppy and generous, almost gentle, 
as it spackled the musclebodies of the mighty slayers. The wee aquadevil riders thrust their 
snide tridents to miniscule gain — the Muscle Beachers swatted them whimpering to the sand, 
there to languish in puddles of green filth until their final vanishment. It was a free-for-all 
shitstorm of brutish showmanship-carnage. Those hypercaterpillaroids were getting pounded. 
And Barry saw that there was never any doubt to the outcome. This could only be a war of 
attrition. The CentralGov apparatus must be hoping to reduce the strength and stamina of 
Muscle Beach over time, by inflicting small injuries and general exhaustion. After all, the 
Muscle Beachers’ strength lay in their training — the more one could hinder the training, the more 
one could weaken the Beachers. But what manner of resources did CentralGov have at their 


disposal? And from where? 


“Observe,” Drip Dry was saying as they came to a stop not far from the action. “it would 
likely take the three of us combined, to effectively bring down even one of those aquatic 
hypercaterpillaroid fiends. But for the Muscle Beach acolytes, it’s a one-to-one match. And 
they mop the floor with them. I’m surprised that CentralGov is still wasting their resources — 


they can hardly make a dent in Muscle Beach!” 


“Yet,” said San emphatically. 
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“Too true,” agreed Drip Dry. “But the power they expend against the Beach could easily 
bring down a large city. Obviously, the display of human potentiality happening here — whether- 


or-not you believe it’s the proper use for such potential — is a huge threat to them.” 


Now, the few remaining enfeebled hypercaterpillaroids were in full retreat. So they know 
how to retreat, noted Barry. They were smart enough for that at least. And they would likely 
bring their experience back to their compatriots, helping to even-out, somewhat, the advantages, 
since the gain in experience by the Muscle Beachers was definite. Barry now saw that there 
were a number of more normal-human-shaped acolytes, generally being the size of a giant 
person. This almost seemed to be a choice of preference among them, as if there were a specific 
“humanoid-shape training program.” After gaining up on the last few stragglers, the Beachers 
turned without ceremony, back to they equipment. They were training in no time, and, save for a 
few funk-stanky goop stains, it was as if nothing had happened. The stinking, moldering 
carcasses of the hypercaterpillaroids, like the manifestation of centuries-deep nightmares from 


the ancient times of the oilspills, were rapidly dissolving into green puddles. 


Barry pointed- “Check this out,” he whispered. Sneaking across the sand was a 
hypercaterpillaroid-rider who had been dismounted, but by some freak-mutation, still managed 
to live on without its host. It was in stealthy retreat, but now the trio was sneaking behind. San 


grabbed its pitchfork. Barry held its arms behind it, applied the full nelson. 


“Where are you stationed?” Drip Dry asked quickly. 


“Bzzzrrttt... Zrrrttddd... Bzzzzzzzzzt...” 


“Tell me what you know of their plans for the region.” 


“Gegeeestttthththt... Hhhhhhhhhzzzzzzd... Zzzrrrtttddhdhdhhhbhhh...” 
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With the last sound, the rider began to finally melt into a green mass of glopping slopping 
goo. Its face lost form, its eyes disappeared back into the translucent mass. Its skeletal structure 
was thin and floppy, dissolving in its innards like yew sticks in a bonfire. Soon, it was gone 


entirely, without a trace. 


“Amazing,” said Drip Dry. “They have a massive underwater dome-base off the coast. It 
said they can make armies like his with little resource expenditure. How do they do it all? They 


can’t just pull this off by themselves.” 


The trio turned and looked up. A shadow was now looming over them. 


“WHEEEEEEEEELLLLLLLLLLLLUMIUINNI. WHHAT HHAVE WHE 


HHEEEEEEEEEERRRRRRRRRRRRRRRrrritrre?”” 


Barry couldn’t help but stare as he gave the towering entity a looking-over. It moved 
with prodigious grace and economy, a mechanized musclemass of clockwork sinews. He 
realized it was “kneeling” so-as to bring its face closer to level with their own. The symphony- 
in-bronze of rippling muscles moved, each motion like a segment taken from within the context 
of some great, sprawling progressive-rock masterwork-in-might. It was truly like meeting a 
posthuman musclebot, a cybernetic “mech” designed by some mad toymaking genius with 
disturbing erotic fantasies. As its head came into view, Barry realized that this appendage was 
almost “human” in the conventional sense — a round musclemass with eyes, nose and mouth at 
roughly normal location, though no sign of external ears. It had some sort of hairy tuft that did a 
fair job approximating a moustache, though it was a little off-center for that. A swirling tuft of 


babyblue fur constituted its “hair.” 


Drip Dry stepped closer to the formidable denizen. “Is that old Leche I see?” 


281 


“AAAAHHHHHHHHHbhbbhhhh, DHRIPPP DHRYYYYYYYYY YHHHHhh!” The 
excited voice made the ground quake slightly. “LLOOOONG T’HIME NOOO 
SEEEEEEEFEeeeeeeeehhh. AND YHOU’VE BHROUGHT FHRIENNNNDDDSSSss 
WHITHHH YHOUU THISS T’HITMMMEEEEeeehhh. COME. THE LHEAADERRRhh 


WHILLL WHANNTT TO S’HEEEEEFEEE THIIUSSSSSS.” 


The entity turned, leisurely but not, for its bulk, overly slowly, and, standing upright in 
what Barry found to be a stunning display of muscular engineering, began striding with almost 
militant purposefulness towards the concrete jungle of muscles and labyrinthine steel 


mechanisms, that bellowing surreal landscape that was Muscle Beach. 


“This is an honor,” explained Drip Dry as they strode, “one that I had hoped we would 
not be receiving. Don’t stop for anything. If you are heading to an appointment with the leader, 


you will not be bothered. Otherwise, all bets are off. Keep track of Leche and keep moving.” 


As the trio stepped onto the pavement and into the midst of the exercising activity, the 
smell of sweat and mania struck them. It was like a mutant open-air factory. There was 
pumping the likes of which Barry had never imagined. An acolyte was simultaneously pulling 
on seven different lat-pulldown-machines with seven different appendages of indeterminate type, 
each machine laden with enormous stacks of ton-weights. “Wanna bet,” said San, “that at-least- 
one of those is that guys’ dingaling?” She wiggled her eyebrows at Barry. In another instance, 
an entity seemed to be repeatedly headbutting a massive wrecking ball — if that had in-fact been 
its head... There were many other instances where it was impossible for the group to tell where 
equipment ended and lifter began. Barry thought he saw instances of one acolyte using another 
as equipment — at times, two acolytes seemed to be utilizing one-another for weight-training, or 


perhaps that was a single lifter using themselves... Uncertainty reigned, even regarding what 
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color, exactly, some of the lifters were. San said “teal and grey” — Barry “pink and white”. Drip 


Dry couldn’t be bothered to look. He was clearly distracted-of-mind. 


After a ten-minute trek at brisk striding pace across this gargantuan landscape, where 
lifters moved like sailboats on a dry sea and laughed like mountain caverns midst a quake, Leche 
stopped at the base of a squat ziggurat. At the top of the steps, a standard combat-sports ring, 


ideal for wrestling, crowned the structure. 


“GGGhOOOOOOOOQOQOOOQCOOOCOOOOOOCOOoooo0ooohh.” Leche motioned. 


“Follow me,” said Drip Dry as he headed up the stairs. “I know what to do here.” The 


group clomped up to where the ring was. Drip Dry looked around, scanning the horizon. 


“Now,” he said, “we wait.” 


They waited. 


It hadn’t been a full two minutes when Barry heard it, drifting on the wind. 


It was a faroff cry, a high wail, higher than human voice could make, thinner and lonelier 
than human heart could bear. It spoke of the lonely places. Dead roads. It spoke of the 
wandering and wondering through marshlands by moonlight, of lurking in bushes on the 
outskirts of town, of lands beyond recollection. It spoke of the waste places. The forgotten 
realms. Of the times and the places and the ages undreamt-of. And it consecrated a bold and 
mighty new era. In that thin and otherworldly consecration, that baptism of outro sound, the 
hairs of the trio stood on end. This was heady stuff, wherever it was coming from. And it was 
growing more distinct. Barry looked around, searching for the source of such uncouth 


dreamsong. 
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Then he saw it. 


Floating in the air like a leaf, wavering like a mirage, big and ochre as a bucketful of 
three-in-the-morning nightmares. The dusty wings effortlessly held up massive shoulders and 
swaying arms that defied the category of “muscle.” This was Muscle. This was a new type of 
display of might and brawn, one that Barry could never have thought of, where the more ethereal 
and even ephemeral things were, the more solid they were. Countless tons of raw power floated 
on the Great Pacific breeze like foam on an incoming wave. Like an iron planet orbiting an 
untellable star. Like a monument of gunpowder soaked in the permeating dewdrops of the 
loneliest farflung regions, the places no ordinary human can ever tell tale of. That iron loneliness 
was forged to cosmic steel in the biceps and triceps, the pecks and glutes, and the sturdy legs and 
inscrutable sixpack, the Muscular Complete Package, of this uncanny cosmic apparition. And at 
the center of the dark princely visage which peered at the group with a transfixing, hypnotizing 
hades-stare, there sat two baleful eyes, glowing red. For a moment only Barry thought of 
Teezeeack. These eyes were wholly different, much deeper, lonelier, more inscrutable, without 


malice of any humanly recognizable sort. 


These were, in fact, the eyes of a moth. 


“Barry, San,” said Drip Dry, “meet Mothman McKinnice, leader of Muscle Beach.” 


The apparition flowed and swayed and fluttered through the air on its great dusty, dusky 
wings. After playing about on the currents a bit, getting different angles from which to examine 
the newcomers, it flowed onto the corner-post of the ring, like a vision of underwater midnight 


delirium seen through a funhouse mirror. And its near-soundless wail caused the trio to wince 
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momentarily. Then it knelt silent on its perch, a gargoyle for the cathedral in the capitol city of 


some forsaken cosmos. At last, it spoke, and its voice was like deadly satin. 


“Yes. Lam Mothman McKinnice. I have looked over the Muscle Tribe for some years 
now. And I remember Drip Dry Ice, that famous wrestler, who came to us not so long ago. On 
the strength of those memories, I have brought you, his allies, before me now. Yes. The witch, 
she is called ‘San Wortle’? A scholar of some repute, her power is unquestioned. But this other 


one... What did you say his name was?” 


“T had not introduced him yet, Mothman. You are correct about San. My other friend is 


known as Barry.” 


“Ahh. Barry. How... pleasant of a name for you. It may yet be that you have some 


potential. Barry, step into the ring with me, and be tested.” 


“Mothman,” began Drip Dry insistently, “that’s hardly necessary-“ 


“Drip Dry Eyes, my old friend, you of all people. Come now. You know that a wrestler 
with any ability can learn much from any trial I should submit them to. Would I do things willy- 


nilly?” 


“Good sir-Mothman,” said Barry, “I’m certainly eager to gain whatever learning you 
have to offer. I willingly accept your challenge, though I’m but a novice and only hope not to 


disappoint you, and I gladly step into the squared circle with you.” 


“Splendid,” said Mothman in what sounded like genuine pleasure. “But whatever you 


do, friend Barry, with eyes that shine like a knight — whatever you do, you must prosecute your 
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attack to its fullest. I shall come at you without mercy. And I demand that you show no mercy 


to me as well.” 


“T thoroughly understand.” 


“Splendid, splendid indeed. Then, shall we take our corners? And let the trial begin.” 


27. Goodness, Gracious, Great Balls On Fire 


Barry approached the center of the mat. Mothman stepped forward and flexed his arms. At full 
wingspan, he took up a good portion of his side of the ring. He was now crouching in a 
pouncing position, preparing to enfold his much smaller adversary in the infinite dusk of his 


grapple. Barry was deemed tall among normal folk. Here, that counted for nothing. 


Barry assessed his options. There was no question he’d have to pull out all the stops if he 
wanted to even offer a good competition to such an entity. Was his training far enough along 
yet? He’d soon find out. Mothman was angling himself for the proper striking trajectory, his 
haunches tensing with ungodly tensile strength, cords all around his body seeming to flow into 
more taut positions. Barry watched his motions carefully and responded accordingly, positioning 
defensively to minimize vulnerabilities, while he focused on hardening his flesh. This would be 
the time when he saw how well he could move while his skin was metallized. If he didn’t have 
that, it was hopeless. The aura around Mothman glowed fiercely as his confidence grew. His 


wings gave a single preparatory beat. 


And then the visions came. 
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Long ago, long, long ago, this had been the location of a mighty city. It was one of the mightiest 
in the world, so mighty that even now legends told of it. The city had sprawled across the land, 
so that people from one side of the city might never see the other side, viewing it as if it were a 
foreign land. And it was a place of great evil, evil like Barry hadn’t encountered in any city in 


any vision before. This was a human evil. 


Barry gazed upon this great evil, and it hurt his heart. 


This was an evil of dreams, an evil of human longing and human manipulation. It was an 
evil that was fueled by greed and fed on innocence. And Barry could not look. It made him feel 
sick to the heart, sick to the very core, to witness the atrocity of this inner desolation, making a 
bloody battlefield out of the everyday lives of ordinary folk who had no means to resist it. He 


had never known of such a sickness. He looked away. 


For the first time in his life, Barry rejected the Vision. 


The visions came again, stronger this time. And Barry saw machines of internal 
combustion zooming about on rivers of asphalt, and the beautiful sky was darkened to the 
horizon. And he saw an empire of delusions built on the most colossal greed humans were 
capable of — the most colossal greed, in other words, that could exist. And Barry could not 
witness it. The sickness was one thing. That, he could perhaps endure, but it was the 
hollowness, the hollowness, the hollowness, the hollowness, the hollowness, the hollowness, the 
hollowness, the hollowness, the hollowness. It was the infinite hollowness that was unendurable. 
Now he realized that when he’d seen the danger over the ocean, he was slandering the good 
name of the Great Pacific by implying it came from there. It was actually the far-distant memory 


of all the long-forgotten dreams of this wretched city, that even at this future age, after almost 
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every remnant of the old city had crumbled to dust, and the name of the place — a horrible 
ominous title that had made the blood run cold with the veracity of its evil threat — had been 
stricken from the historic records, leaving the city shrouded in legend, even now, floated above 


the ocean like some millennium-spanning nuclear fallout. 


For the second time in his life, Barry rejected the Vision. 


And now, faster than light, faster than Barry could get his muscles to move — even in this 
timeless visionspace where he had liberty to assess and plan — Barry saw the great hand of 
Mothman McKinnice rushing towards him, as if to say, You cannot reject this. You cannot turn 
away from destiny. And history is destiny. And he disagreed. He would prove these assertions 


hollow! But not this time. Because the hand was here. It was upon him. 


Like a speeding bullet-train, it struck. The sumo-slap hit Barry’s entire body. Barry flew 
through the ropes and landed heavily on the concrete outside the ring. His body felt the shock. 
It was Shocktacular Sunday in every joint and nerve. A painful buzzing predominated as his 
system desperately tried to produce enough natural painkiller to prevent pain-induced paralysis. 


Barry tried to lift his head, a finger, something. 


And then Mothman launched his mighty fist from flexible arm and shoulder, and, 
pounding it into Barry’s prone form with a force that made the ziggurat reverberate, he began to 


push and grind Barry into the concrete with his knuckles. 
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San yelled, “Mothman, you filthy son-of-a-bitch!!”” Her countenance was on fire, an 


implacable light in her eyes. 


Drip Dry put a hand on her shoulder. “San, remember what Barry said. He knew this 
was a likely outcome. We’ve got to respect his knightly sportsmanship by not interfering — 


much as [ also hate it...” 


Mothman continued to grind and push, push and grind, without a trace of mercy. Barry 
felt his ribs would cave soon. Breathing? Forget about that. He attempted against every 
screeching nerve-ending in his body to continue hardening himself, to become wood, stone, 
copper, iron, steel. Little-by-little, he was getting there, at a high cost in pain, but how much 
longer could he stay conscious? He tried to flex. After a few tries, he found the knuckles were 
less grating against his ribs. For the moment at least, he could kinda-slightly breathe. Now he 


would try the new technique. He might be able to do it. He had nothing to lose. 


Stiffly, he brought one leg up as far as it could go while his body was under the giant fist. 
Then he flexed and stretched it slightly. He took a deep breath, maybe the only one he’d have a 


chance to get. Then, he foked. He foked hard. 


The leg began snapping back-and-forth elastically. But that wasn’t all. Soon the foot 
was spinning — slowly at first, then faster and faster — spinning around in complete circles on the 
ankle-joint, like some crazy drill. Seeing something was up, Mothman reached over with his 
other hand. Too late- the leg had already extended elastically forward, so that Mothman was 
caught for a moment grabbing at nothing. The metallized foot was now spinning fast enough to 
be used as a heavy mining drill. And it headed directly towards Mothman’s giant dusty 


mothballs. 
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Mothman began to back up. And stopped. While he was focused on the ever-extending 
leg, Barry had wrapped his tentacle-like flexible arms all around-and-about the great fist. And 
he had cunningly inserted metalized fingernails deep into the skin. Mothman had hardly felt it, 
but he realized now that if he withdrew his fist, the veins of his hand would be ripped wide-open 
by Barry’s nailhooks. At the same time he was thinking this, the highly-spinning sole of Barry’s 
foot made contact with the hardened outer layer of the mothballsack — and began speedily 
digging. Mothman pulled sharply with his other hand on Barry’s leg. Totally flexible, like 
trying to tackle taffy. Now Barry was nearly halfway through the hard outer layer already, and 
Mothman had definitely begun to feel a slight burning sensation down there. He tried pushing 
more on Barry with his fist. No good — by the time Barry was unconscious, he would easily have 
penetrated to at least the center of Mothman’s mothball with that rotorfoot of his — obviously an 


unacceptable outcome. It was starting to hurt! 


“STOP!! Isubmit. You’ve claimed victory, Barry, even while you were ring-out. 


Splendidly well-done!” 


“Won’erful,” Barry sighed with a wan smile, as he unhooked from Mothman’s hand and 


allowed his limbs to snap back into place. Then, the blessed reward of unconsciousness. 


He slumped into a barstool. “Waiter. I’m gonna need that thousand-year-old ginseng.” 


“Coming right up, baws.” 


Barry looked around. It was a busy night at Club Bizarre — a busy time, he should say. 
How long had he been out? How much longer would he be out? Obviously he was through the 


worst of it, if he could enter the club. There were a lot of aliens around, most of them quite 
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popular with the other patrons. If you were an extraterrestrial, it meant all the cool scholars 
wanted to talk to you, which pretty much made you cool-by-default, unless you were just super 
lame-o to start out with. Barry noted that if he was ever feeling down about himself, he could 
probably learn an alien language and become pretty popular at an alien club like this one. He 


realized all these aliens had probably thought of the same thing. 


He sipped his tea. That was the stuff. That would likely have a sympathetic beneficial 
effect on the recovery of his physical form, it was so good. He looked around, this time more 
closely, picking out individual members of the crowd. Over there, coming towards him, was the 
last person he wanted to see — for purely superficial reasons, since he truthfully had nothing but 
respect and gratitude towards him. A downsized dreambody version of Mothman McKinnice 


now stood before him. 


“T See you got it so you could fit in the club!” said Barry. 


“So I did. And indeed I look forward to visiting this thrilling place more often and at 
leisure, though I may not be bright enough to keep up with much of the intellectual banter that I 
know goes on here. But that’s not why I’m here now, friend Barry. I know you can use more 
rest, and you shall have it. I suggest you savor and finish that fine beverage, however, and then 
come into the waking world with us. You’ve been out for a night and most of the next day, now, 
and though I continue to reassure them, your group continues to worry for you. Your fancy 
mulecart with its important apparati has been moved over here with us, and good Marcel and 
San have been administering mixtures which have shown remarkable curative properties. 
Therefore I’m quite confident you can awaken without much travail, reassure the caravan crew, 
and then drink some soup and rest for the evening. Tomorrow we can begin gingerly engaging 


in exercises, if you feel up to it.” 
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“T’m certain I will,” said Barry, sipping his tea and forgetting his initial childish 
reticence. “And may-I-say that I owe you a real debt of gratitude. What you’ve done for me is 
magnificent. I believe I was a month at least from mastering everything you taught me in one 
match, at a time when time is of-the-essence. -But speaking of — I eagerly await training with 
your tribe, friend, but for me, the true burning question and singular preoccupation is with 
locating the legendary Jazzy Jayhawk. I must meet up with him at some point. You’ve already 


done almost too much, but I’m compelled to ask — do you have any inkling of his whereabouts?” 


“Not with certainty,” said Mothman. “Certainty’s a commodity all-too-rare in this world, 
except perhaps for the fools-gold variety. But I believe, when I last saw him, he expressed a 
keen interest in spending time at the Great Arenas of the Great Lakes, perhaps the only scene still 
worthy of his mettle. It’s rare, as you no-doubt know already, that M. Jayhawk spends too long 
on-average in any one place. But it was less than a year ago, I seem to recall, that he hinted to 
me an expectation for some fateful meetings in the Great Arenas — meetings that, if I gather the 
gist of his words correctly, would lead to even-more-fateful findings. What type of revelations 
he was referring to, I cannot say. But at the least, I expect someone there will have a good idea 
of what he might be up to. I would head straight there, going north to avoid the bleak and 


impassable mountains, and then cutting eastwards once you reach the Great Red Woods.” 


“T am near-speechless with gratitude,” said Barry feelingly. 


“Put in my position, you would have done the same ten-times-over. But I see you’ve 
completed your tea. Are you ready to return to the Land of the Living?” Mothman winked a 
baleful motheye playfully — his attempt at humor unintentionally making him seem even more 


uncanny and wild. 
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“Certain-sure, friend. Let’s put our worrywarts at ease.” And with that, the two men rose 


from the waters of the Nixoidal abysses. 


“Wakey wakey, time for soupie.” 


Barry was abed in a little wooden cottage that almost none of the Muscle Beach acolytes 
could have fit into. Hardly had he awoken before San was placing a bib on his chest and 
bringing spoonfuls of soup — admittedly quite warm and nourishing — directly to his mouth. 
“Zoooooom,” she said in a cutesy puckered-up baby voice. “Open up for de airpwane. Oop! 
Into the mouth with it, come on.” She stuffed the spoon into Barry’s unprepared mouth, 


allowing soup to slide off the spoon and glop down onto both the bib and Barry’s clothing. 


“This woman is always joking around,” declared Drip Dry in feigned moroseness. 


“Hey, you can’t fault my motherly instinct,” said San with parodyish self-importance, 


while casually flicking soup onto Barry’s face. 


Barry grabbed the spoon. “If you’ve had a child, I don’t wanna meet it,” he said with 


good humor. 


“Well that’s just like you to say,” said San frowning. “It’s natural to be jealous that 
women can have babies and you guys can’t. Neener neener neener.” And with that, she turned 


her chin up and strode off. 


“Never have I met a more carefree, funloving scholar,” said Barry. “Drip Dry, that 


woman is not someone to pass idly by. She’s someone to get to know.” 
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Drip Dry acted like he wasn’t paying attention, deep in thought. From time-to-time he 


would lick his shiny nose, as if to put a mark by a particularly weighty musing. 


Barry dreamt. 


The land was crisscrossed with steel and concrete. Above it all, stood the symbol of the 


Thousand Year Government. 


And Barry wandered. And he walked the roads, and saw the people. Hiding in plain 
sight, covered in filth. It was an army of lumpenproletariat. They were everywhere. They 
tramped the endless pavement, flesh baking in the blistering noonday sun, searching for a place 
to use the restroom. Every establishment in the endless sea of establishments turned them away. 
Forced to crap in an alley. Hunger caused them to devour trash. Their ranks swelled. The 
smallest mistake, the smallest infraction against the Economic Progress of the Thousand Year 
Government, could land you in their disheveled ranks. And Barry saw that the mark of this cold 
and hollow age was seared forever into the souls of these fearfully brutalized peoples. For the 
first time, Barry understood, as no-one-else of his era did, why there were so many 


lumpenproletariat. They were the longlived, terrified spawn of this evil age. 


Barry ran. But there was nowhere to go to. It was a nightmare that had no end. 
Everywhere he turned, everything looked the same. The people were trapped, chained to toxic 
environments by the endless mechanic-economic drive of the CentralGov machine, which 
crushed all under it with ruthless efficiency. The landscape had been stripped of individuality, 
down to the last mailbox. And a cold cosmic wind came down and swirled about, fluttering 


Barry’s mind. 
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The people were more efficient than ever. But their dreams... their dreams were getting 
out of hand. The wealthiest bought, not bigger houses, but homes in places artificially designed 
to look untouched by the Thousand Year Government. This was perhaps the first sign. Even as 
the people’s bodies broke with their economic efforts, their wills, their all-important dreams, 
were escaping CentralGov’s clutches one-by-one, dreaming, not of hot sportscars and bodacious 
babes, but of finding a quiet home by the seashore, grilling franks and living out their days in 
peace and harmony. In a desperate effort, CentralGov tried reducing the education of the 
populace, making their dreams pettier. It worked for a while, and CentralGov thought they’d 
found the ticket. But ten of these pettier workers weren’t worth one of the smarter workers 
dreaming of better things. Theft and laziness began spiraling out-of-control. CentralGov tried 
bringing in workers from other countries, but these unindoctrinated foreigners quickly learned 


what was going on. The war for dreams was being lost. 


Then, CentralGov realized something vital. Patience. They understood, with their 
bottomless strategic capability, that the winner of this fight for dreams would not be the one with 


the most power, but the one with the greatest reserves of patience. 


But there was a problem. The Thousand Year Government was inherently hostile to 
patience. It had been designed this way from its very core to its farthest appendage. This was 
the greatest triumph the Central Government had ever hoped to achieve, their audacious bid to 
sweep across the stars. But it couldn’t work. In limitless dismay, the shadowy zealots of the 


CentralGov leadership realized that they would have to go underground once again... 
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Barry awoke in a cold sweat. His limbs were still stiff, yet he felt a need to change out of these 
clothes, damp with nightmare-perspiration. A cold hollowness dried his throat and sickened his 
heart. A pitcher of water sat nearby — Barry poured and took some uneasy sips, letting the fluid 


slowly break down the woozy dryness. He looked across the room. 


Ted Winsin sat in a corner. “I was assigned watching duty, in case you need anything in 


the night,” he said. “And I heard you muttering to yourself just now. Yes. It’s all true.” 


Barry frowned. “That’s really creepy.” 


Ted smiled. “I know.” 


Barry climbed painfully out of bed. He walked over to where Ted sat. He looked into 
Ted’s eyes. He saw the melancholy. He saw the hollowness. He saw a flicker, in the present, of 


the past. 


He saw God 2.0. 


28. Surf Tortuga Must Die 


For a week, they trained at Muscle Beach. 


The forest of muscles and metal was its own special ecosystem. The visitors were like 
hummingbirds and slugs among mighty kings of the jungle. The smells permeated Barry’s flesh. 
The landscape was the scene of nonstop activity, night-and-day. It was a world in which time 
had been sliced and diced by the counting of the reps, in which the space between galaxies was 
reduced to the space between two flexed muscles. On this world, physical vanity had 


transcended itself. 
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Everybody in the group was realizing incredible gains. But it was a gruelingly tedious 
process. Barry found himself losing focus, daydreaming of the time at the end of the day that he 
could get back to his gear and do experiments — there were ingredients he’d found in the desert 
that he’d still hardly tested. But then he thought of Jazzy Jayhawk. A slight increase in dosage 
of raw mushroom powder, plus the lifting techniques he was learning here, would give him just 
enough muscle to stand a chance at being able to give Jayhawk a good match. His obsession was 
beyond rationality. San had joined because she wanted to help others and fight oppression — 
Drip Dry Eyes wanted to get himself out of his slump and revitalize his quest for answers — 
Tobias wanted to see this great nation and expand his horizons, and Marcel wanted to learn new 
things. Pardoylios just had nothing better to do. All these were good reasons for the quest, and 
even Ted Winsin, who was simply lost and confused, and the six remaining T Towners, who had 
nothing but wrestling, had their motivations. Everyone had an angle. But Barry’s was more 
elemental, one he couldn’t explain. If not for Jazzy Jayhawk, could he ever submit himself to the 
tedium of all these reps, when there was research to be done? But when he thought of the mighty 
wrestler, probably the greatest all-around combat entertainer in history, with his stunning purple 
beak hiding a face none had ever seen, it put fire under his reps. It sent lightningbolts down his 
spine and electrified his blood, to imagine the honor of that fight. He longed for it. He yearned 


for it. 


He was destined for it. 


He had started to give Drip Dry and San some mushroom powder. It was hardly 
equitable, showing favoritism to the strongest to make them even stronger — but the potential was 
simply too great to pass up. Now the change was stunning. Their bodies had gone from 


admirable to incredible. Drip Dry was always incredible, truth-be-told, even in the depths of his 
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hiatus — now he was practically in as good a condition as he had been during those legendary 
golden years, when he had helped to forge a seminal epoch for the sport. He would be coming 
back with a bang, it was plain, before his imitators even had time to get cozy. San looked more 
powerful than any other musclewitch Barry had ever seen. If there were ever a time when one 
was able to see as clear a ranking for the often-secretive practice of Wiccan Arts as there was for 
the popular spectator sport of wrestling, Barry guessed San would rank comfortably within that 
chart at the same apex-brushing altitude as Drip Dry ranked within the context of his. Tobias, 
meanwhile, was exerting himself to the fullest, and seemed to be in his element in weight- 
training. Barry saw in him a bright future, and a hope for T Town wrestling. And Pard was 


really shedding the pounds. 


But the biggest change was in Ted. Ted had thrown himself into weight-training with 
reckless abandon. Mothman would come around, once-daily, to check on everyone. He was 
both genuinely impressed by Ted — a rare occurrence and mark of genuine distinction — and 
quick to warning Ted not to strain or hyperextend himself. Ted took this input dead-seriously, 
but it did not translate to slowing him down. Actually, his maniacal devotion was not dissimilar 
to that of the acolytes of Muscle Beach — he was rather like a machine of skin and bone, 
downloading more muscle onto himself whenever the opportunity arose. He was pumping iron 


with a hot need; as one possessed. 


Everybody was doing their utmost. To Barry, it felt like they could all become subsumed 
into that Muscle Beach universe — like they could wake up one day to find that their forms had 
morphed, gradually, without realizing it, into something new, something less conventionally 
associated with the “human” form. It was a world of a different sort, with different pains and 


different pleasures, where life had molded itself to the machine. Barry was pleased with his 
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gains, and even more-so with those of his colleagues. But this world was not his own. The week 
was up — it was approaching leaving-time. In a state like the awakening from a strange dream, 
their joints still tingling from their ironwilled exertions, they groggily packed their things and 


prepared to reenter conventional time and space. 


But where were Ted and the six T Towners? 


Barry scanned the Muscle Beach landscape for what he suspected would be the last time. 
There was no sign of Mothman McKinnice. Barry had half-hoped the dynamo would be there to 
see the group off. He had wanted to say “Thank you” one last time. But Mothman was a busy 
man. He had made it known that he might not be able to be here. More importantly, Ted and the 
others needed to get their keisters in gear if they wanted to be a part of this expedition. He 


walked toward the ziggurat — he could get a better view from up there. 


He saw them striding from the other side. It seemed as if they had been deliberating 
something in secret. What tomfoolery was this? But now they strode purposefully toward 
Barry, without the slightest hint of subterfuge. Ted held up a hand to the rest of the group, 


halting them. He faced Barry, a look of utmost earnestness draped across his tired eyes. 


“Barry, my friend,” he began, “you’ve done more than I can ever repay. I have wanted to 
help the group, to offer insight into the CentralGov workings I know so well. But my value is 
already expended. I can offer no further insight into their shadowy dealings — they’ve hidden 
them too well, even from dedicated agents. I can’t get tabs on how much they know, and, so 
long as I’m with the group, there will be legitimate concerns they could utilize me, through some 


cunning sleight, as an unwilling triple-agent. As for these six hardy hearties, they have been 
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painfully conscious that they don’t quite match up — they feel that they’re taking up space, which 


is at more of a premium now than in days past. 


“But these concerns are dwarfed for us by a more positive realization. We have 


discovered a passion, one like we never knew before. Barry. Muscle Beach is our destiny.” 


Overcome with emotion, Ted was forced to pause. Now Barry had a chance to look at 
the six T Town elders, and he really began to appreciate the gains they’d been able to achieve in 
just a weeks-time. It did seem they had more talent for bodybuilding than for wrestling. Elder 


Pat stepped forward. 


“Ted is right, Barry. I know T Town wrestling has already been decimated. But with a 
guy like Tobias, I’m not worried about its future. We might go back there some day — some of 
us, anyway — but right now, we’re experiencing a sense of belonging like we’ve never felt. I 
haven’t told this to anyone, but I dream of Torvoll almost nightly. I don’t know what we’d do 
going back to T Town, with so many familiar faces gone. But here, we feel like we’re already 
building up a new life. Ted tells me, and I believe him” — he looked over at his ally — “that if 
there’s anywhere he can escape the clutches of his former masters, it’s here. We’ve spoken with 


Leader Mothman. He’s given his regal blessing. We’ve arrived, Barry.” 


Barry looked over the group. Elder Pat, with his sharp nose and sharper mind. Elder 
Johnson, with his ruddy cheeks and taste for challenges. Elder Mike, with his rangy but 
deceptively powerful limbs. Elder Foxo, the madcap of the bunch. Elder Gus, who could never 
be bested at the annual T Town hotdog-eating contest. And Elder Prink, that enigmatic fellow, 


so easily forgotten. They were all like family to him. And Ted, Ted Winsin, who had so much 
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trauma to work through, but so much promise ahead — Ted, whose life was really just beginning 


in earnest. It would be hard to let go. 


But there was no doubt about it. Everything they said was true. This was their destiny. 
They had made gains in one week that defied all expectation, and they’d had fun doing it. 
They’d had fun doing it. They had come here, and the power and the aura of the Beach had 
swept over them and taken them to places within themselves that they’d never suspected of 
existing, places they needed now with a hot love that just might save their souls. This was it. 


Well. Yeah. This was their place. 


They belonged to Muscle Beach now, and it belonged to them. 


“Oh, good luck you guys,” was all Barry could think to say, before the group hug 


commenced. 


It was early afternoon before the cart headed out from Muscle Beach by the northern exit. It was 
much lighter with seven less occupants, but it felt even lighter than that. The emptiness brought 
by the absence of friends made it feel like it might suddenly float up on the sea air. A somber net 
was Cast over everyone. Faces were generally downturned. As they crested a hill, Barry looked 
back one last time. Mutated cyclopean mountains of muscle were still pulling on great metal 
mechanism in tectonic displays of might, all across the great expanse. The activity on the beach 


was continuing as, it seemed, it always had, and always would. 


Drip Dry saw Barry looking. “It’s a place outside of time,” he said, as he, too, popped 
his head out the window and looked back. “Once you visit Muscle Beach, you can never forget 


it ”° 
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The cart exuded its silent assent. Then, they crested the hill, and that iron world was out 


of sight. 


Around sunset, they pulled into the small coastal town. “Hey look,” Pardoylios yelled back to 


the coach, “it’s a diner. I wonder if they’ve got the famous Pacific Coast dateshakes?” 


“T believe,” said Tobias, “I recall hearing the diners along this route spoken highly of.” 


“Well,” said Barry, “let’s check into the town inn and we can scout out the action.” 


The Catalina Caper Inn was a ramshackle old plywood building that looked like it was 
fighting a losing battle against time and the elements. The stable was functional, but Barry 
didn’t feel confidant about it being theftproof. “Let’s get our stuff into our rooms,” he told an 
assenting crew. The interior was dingy without being filthy. There was barely a bar to speak of, 
an unusual lack of ambition for a place that could likely make a killing with a halfway-decent 
saloon. Nobody was in a saloon mood in-any-case. There were no shareable rooms, and it 
somehow made it worse to think that if the seven former companions were still with them, it 
would have been a challenge to get everyone a spot in the inn — as if the world was sarcastically 
saying, “here, we know you like having your convenience — we’ll make it easier for you by 
getting rid of those pesky friends.” But Barry honestly wasn’t even bothered. He was glad that 
those guys were finally doing something they enjoyed. His alchemical equipment crammed into 
his small, drab room, he felt better as soon as he’d locked the door. He met Tobias and 
Pardoylios in the hallway. “Let’s get some shakes, fellows,” he said with undisguised 


merriment. 
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Outside, Barry realized that at the center of town was a chalcedony statue of Surforeous, 
statuesque demigoddess of surf and sand, peering out over the waves. The whole group had 
gathered to head to the diner. It was time for a pick-me-up. They strode proudly across the little 
village, to a soundtrack of yapping doggies and muttering porchfront biddies. The Flipper Diner 
was open, it proudly announced in neon, into the night. Barry, at the head of the group, opened 


the door first, breathing in the diner scent. 


They walked in, looked around. Old time rock music was playing. At the counter, 
faceless tortuga sat. At the tables, faceless tortuga chowed down, the food going... somewhere, 
despite the distinct lack of mouths present. Behind the counter, a faceless tortuga was engaged 
in the honorable profession of wiping off coffee mugs. No cup could be too clean, even when it 
was tortuga scum who ran the establishment. In fact, there wasn’t a single non-tortuga soul in 
the joint, except for the group that had just entered, and maybe a rat or two. The whole place 


was lousy with fortuga. 


“Act natural,” Drip Dry muttered audibly from the side of his mouth. Everyone stood a 


moment. The tortuga continued about their business. 


Barry stepped up to the counter. “Hi there,” he declared stiffly. 


In perfect unison, every tortuga in the joint turned their eyeless gaze upon Barry and his 
group. 

“Nice little place ya got here,” continued Barry after a moment. 

“Sure is,” replied the counter-tortuga casually, somehow emitting a surprisingly normal- 


sounding voice despite lacking any visible vocalizing apparatus. He was polishing that coffee 


mug like there was no tomorrow. 


303 


“Good polishing job you’re doing there,” said Barry, pointing offhandedly to the mug. 


The counter-tortuga didn’t respond. 


“You the original owner of this place?” 


“Look, buddy. You gonna order something?” 


“Oh, yeah, sure. Sorry. I'll have a dateshake.” The rest of the group made no move to 
order, continuing to stand behind Barry with an air of guarded defiance. None of the tortuga had 


turned back to what they were doing yet. 


The counter-tortuga reached under the counter and immediately pulled out a big, 
beautiful-looking umber dateshake, complete with swirl-of-whipped-cream-and-a-cherry-on-top. 


“One dateshake.” 


“That was fast.” 


“Dateshake’s a popular item around here.” 


“Looks delicious. I can see why.” With surgical care, Barry took a long shakespoon and 
began extracting the swirl-of-whipped-cream-and-a-cherry-on-top. “I’m on a diet, see,” he 
explained unsolicited to the counter-tortuga. Then, Barry pulled out a dropper and put a few 


drops of something into the shake, stirring it in with his long shakespoon. 


“You’ve got to try this new flavor-enhancer,” he said to the counter-tortuga. “So 


delicious. Here, try some.” 


The counter-tortuga turned to his pile of unpolished cups. “I don’t want any.” 


“T said try it.” 
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“Nope.” 


“Try it, you son-of-a-bitch,” Barry said with sudden smoldering intensity, dashing over 


the counter. 


Next came the inevitable appointment with Pandemonium, good-old-friend of heroes. 
Barry’s group sprang into action at the same instant as the infuriated crowd of tortuga. Marcel 
stuck close to the door, prepared to bolt if-and-when necessary. The others went on the attack. 
They were matched in furiosity, though not in ability, by the tortuga, who rushed to intercede on 
behalf of their compatriot. Chairs and silverware flew hither-and-yon. Pard threw a heavy 
punch at a fortuga and recoiled clutching his fist in anguish — it had moved just in time to catch 
the attack on one of its tortoisoid armorplates. Taking the hint, Drip Dry came from behind and, 
rather than try to strike at the fellow, lifted him up by the midsection with a single mighty arm. 
At the same time, he scooped another nearby tortuga up with his other arm. He angled himself 
and, leaning way, way back, carried his cargo with him in a breathtaking German suplex that 
slammed them to the ground with spinewrecking momentum. The force of the move caused the 
pair to careen across the floor on they shells, tripping up their fellows and knocking them over 


like bowling pins. It was plain-to-see - Drip Dry Eyes was already back in form. 


The counter-tortuga tried to make it to the kitchen. San caught sight of it. Grabbing 
something from a nearby display case, she went for a precise throw. A banana-custard pie sailed 
through the air, landing perfectly at the foot of the swinging door to the back. The counter- 
tortuga didn’t avoid it in time, sliding helplessly to the floor as the door thwacked repeatedly 
into his kicking legs. On cue, Barry jumped atop the struggling goon and poured the dateshake 


indiscriminately all over its face. 
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The change was subtle at first, as the goon continued to struggle. This will be interesting, 
thought Barry — how might my new-and-improved formula work on a mouthless entity? Soon it 
was clear that something was happening. It seemed that the creature’s black bodycolor was 
shifting to match the color of its green shells. Then the shift accelerated, and Barry realized its 
skin was shifting through every color of the spectrum. This rainbow barrage-on-the-eyes 
continued accelerating faster-and-faster, until its shell-plating stood out against a rainbow blur 
that glowed brighter-and-brighter like a diamond cutting through the midnight of this world. It 


stunned Barry, to see such beauty emitting from such an evil creature. 


In the diner-at-large, the tortuga were fighting desperately to get to their ally behind the 
counter, and the group was holding them off with resolve. As the light from the counter-tortuga 
grew brighter, it shone out like a heavenly geyser. The tortuga paused, backed up slightly, 
backed up more. Now scintillating rays of rainbow radiance were bursting forth from behind the 
counter, and a heavenly singing could be heard. It was a song from turtle heaven, a song to chill 
the bones with its angelic innocence. Barry backed up, shielding his eyes. He could hardly 


believe what he was witnessing. 


In a final burst of light, the body of the counter-tortuga dissolved into thin-air, leaving its 
armor-shells spinning uselessly on the floor. Barry was just able to make out a ghostly rainbow- 
spark flit through the air at wild speed. He turned. Now the ghost-spark was hanging over the 
center of the diner. It flickered more rapidly, stretched, morphed, resolved itself. Then, floating 
in midair, the spellbound diner was confronted with an ancient, venerable grey turtle with mossy 
shell and sage countenance. It rotated, giving its audience a good looking-over. Then it spoke, 


and its voicings were the veriest rasp of Oblivion. 
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“Tt wasn’t our time! We were taken from Oblivion — before our time was laid out. Come 


my brothers. Let us return, to wait. Our place of rest is well laid out for us.” 


Having made this announcement, the old beast — old in the years of nontime, unborn in 
the sense of the fully-living - closed its eyes and simply faded out of this corporeal dimension. 
And, in compliance and in revelation, the rest of the tortuga faded from the diner, one-by-one, in 


like-manner. 


As the last of them disappeared, the voice of Marcel could be heard from near the 
restrooms. “Look what I found in the mensroom!” Beside him hopped a bound-and-gagged 
restauranteur, wearing a hangdog expression that communicated the fact that he’d seen better 


days. Drip Dry strode over, ungagged the poor fellow, and easily pulled apart his hemp bonds. 


The man looked at his rescuers, eyes beaming. “Do you guys like dateshakes? They’re 


on the house.” 


Barry dreamt. 


He was embarking in a boat. “Goodbye, city. Hello, island.” Now he was popping a 


pill. Now he was embarking. It was like a boat for idiots. 


They went along. And they arrived. The island was more disappointing than you even 
thought. The food was lousy. The stores were nothing. Where was the summer fun? It was 


stupid. 


He walked into the hills. It was shantytowns all over. Places that a dog would piss in. 


But a humbleness that was almost transcendental. He envied such abject humility. Who could 
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live in this place and not feel that they’d transcended the world? Clotheslines stretched over the 
little shanty streets. Dogs barked. All was dusty and dry. He shambled into the hills, feeling 
that he would collapse. The view was a view to more nothing. He looked out, and he saw 


nothing. He felt weariness and pain. Let it flow. Let it flow. 


Oh, let it flow. Let it flow. 


He staggered back down to town. A miserable little tavern served the strongest, most 
nauseating espresso he’d ever experienced. He staggered towards the observatory. You had to 
pay to get in. He looked toward the shore. People were being pushed off the brink and into the 
freezing water. They looked up, smiled, froze. Their aggressors told them, “You’re not doing it 
right. Freeze more.” Barry turned, and a small man said, “If you had come here to kill, you 
would be in a good place. You came here for the wrong reasons.” He pointed up, and Barry 
looked to see a huge billboard looming over the islands’ meager town. In large block letters, it 


said “MURDERERS ONLY”. 


Barry took out his shotgun. He braced himself and blew the man apart. The man was 
made of delicious marzipan, a European delicacy. Where his life had existed, there now stood a 
portal. It went to a fantasy island, a land of crazy capers, of surfing hotties and summer fun, 
boats and blankets and bouncing breasts. Beachballs and barbiturates. Barracudas and blow. 
Beasts and beggars. A land of summer waves for all time. Won’t you be young forever with 
me? We own the world. Voted best people of all time by ourselves. And we can do anything, 
because anything and everything is ours to own and to exploit. We’re “innocent.” Oh, sweet 
island of our dreams. You exist on a sea of desire more merciless and limitless than the sea of 


stars that is both the basis of fantasy, and the identity of this universe. 
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Barry didn’t go through the portal. He immediately realized it was phony. Barry was 


only interested in good portals, he wasn’t one of those guys. 


So he went back from the island — the real island. Place of murderers, where they kick 
their volunteer/victims into the sea to freeze, and all the food is stupid. And he spared a thought 
for the Summers of Fun and Sun, the Summers of Our Youth, that were really only ever 
summers of murder, and perfect training schools for the psychopaths to which we habitually 
entrust the keys to everything in our plodding, formulaic lives. But there were still moments. 
Moments when there were cracks, when Fantasy broke through, and in the end, Barry saw that 
he belonged to no-one, that he had no belonging, and those juggling summer jugs which were his 
dream and the dream of many, were the nightmare of others. He looked. And he saw the 


bloodpath. 


Saints preserve us. Life is but a bloodsport. And in their observation tower, the 
demigods watch and make bets. That was when he saw them. In statues, they always portray 
themselves as muscular wonders. But Barry lifted the curtain, and he saw the gods behind the 
demigods, he saw the Nameless Gods that held the real rei(g)ns of power and made the actual 
decisions ‘round these parts. And they were warped, withered old cosmic gamblers, gone grey 
and goofy from their eternal gambling highs, and making bets on anything and everything. Play 


dice? 


The gods live for dice. 


29. The Music’s for the Sadman 
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The wagon headed north along the coastal highway. The road ran along seaside cliffs that gave 
breathtaking views of the Pacific, its watery expanse drinking in sunlight and amplifying it into 
magnificent sundreams that let the spirit take flight. This desirable region was naturally well- 
inhabited, and the crew was able to stay at an inn every night — mostly ramshackle affairs similar 
to the Catalina Caper. The party enjoyed evenings of sitting out on the beaches, sipping 
dateshakes and watching the “surferdudes,” individuals who spent their days gliding gracefully 


along the waters on sleek wooden boards, come in for the evening. 


Gradually, the landscape was becoming more wooded. Alpines began to pop up. At last, 
they came to the fork. North, continuing along the coast, one came to the fog-shrouded 
Autonomous Zone, where wrestling was all-but-forbidden and there was no audience. This path 
was wide and well-trodden, and it was evident there was some intercourse between the peoples 
of the sunny south and those of the foggy north. To the northeast, the road passed through the 
Great Red Woods on its way to the savage lands of the North, eventually bordering on 
uninhabitable tundra. The path was just large enough for the carriage to fit, and as it wound its 
way into the alpine woods in the near-distance, Barry could see it was in similar repair to the 
path he and Tobias had taken through the Dank Woods, near the beginning of their journey — 
overgrown and rutted. This was the quickest route to the Great Arenas of the Great Lakes. As 


far as Barry could see, it was their only option. 


They turned northeast, away from the glittering sea, towards woodland darkness. 


Now, there was no sign of habitation. These woods were deep. Mighty evergreens towered on 


all sides. The foliage was heavy, but not so heavy that light didn’t ever penetrate to the forest 
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floor. The similarity to the Dank Woods ended at the repair of the road. This was a healthy 
forest of mighty trees, an expression of nature in its woodsy exuberance. A strong land, home to 


mighty creatures. 


And to mighty fungi. Barry felt that he could live in these woods, simply to have access 
to such a tremendous natural resource. He was bulking up his stocks, eating lunch on-the-fly as 
he strode through the forest scanning for promising spots. He was almost tempted to extend the 
group’s lunch stops. But no. There was plenty of time spent in the woods. They were making 
excellent travel time. But Barry already had a stop in mind, something that could put them 


behind by half a day. Yet he felt it was too vital an opportunity to pass up. 


He and the others had been gathering intel at every seaside tavern and diner. Rumors 
were thick with talk of a local legend who had gone into the woods to train. The speculation was 
that he could be found deep in the heart of the Great Red Woods — Jazzy Gecko, member of the 
venerable Jazzy family. Nobody knew much about the Jazzys, where they had come from, what 
their motives were or even if they truly had shared motives. Barry didn’t know if Jazzy Gecko 
could or would provide any additional insight, even if it was possible to find him. But the 
possibility was just-about the only thing that could convince Barry to waylay their progress at- 
this-point. To reach where it was believed the master was training, they would need to trek well 


off the main path. 


The woods continued to deepen. The group found themselves in the base of a wide 
ravine, with impenetrable cliffs on either side. Barry could just make out massive domes of rock 
at the top of these cliffs, like the craniums of skulls exposed to the upper air. This was the 
territory of the fabled hypergrizzly, vicious beast that ate rocks for its breakfast. Thankfully, 


there was no sign of any such foe along the road. The group couldn’t help but ooh-and-aah at the 
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precipitous waterfalls that fell from the cliffsides, mighty torrents that became mere mist before 


they could reach the bottom. And the fungus yields had Barry buzzing. 


At last, they came to the “redwoods” that gave the region its name. As big around as a 
house, stretching up into the clouds, these massive trees were taller than most mountains. Their 
red wood held the secrets of the ages. It was said that the oldest trees had existed well before the 
Time of the Hungry Ghosts, their lifespans stretching back into the early ages of humankind. 
Barry saw them, and saw dreaming the likes of which no being could fathom. So this was the 
company Jazzy Gecko had sought for his training. The trees were a font of power, a font of 


voices. Barry heard them, the voices of the ages. Whispers. Whispers. 


Night was falling. “Halt,” Barry said to Pard. “We should move off the road and find a 
good spot for the wagon to be less visible before we lose the light. I'll scout the area for 
interesting flora before darkness sets in. Then we can get to bed early. Drip Dry, San and I will 
get up before dawn to scout for Jazzy Gecko. The rest of you will stay behind and guard the cart. 
We should be back by lunch, but if we don’t come back by nightfall, get to bed and meet us in 
Club Bizarre. If not one out of the three of us shows up, head onwards without us, and try to get 


my equipment to Jazzy Jayhawk.” 


Pard found a spot off the road behind a massive redwood. The group got out, stretched 
their legs and gazed in wonder on the trees that surrounded them. Barry darted off, intent on 
using every last bit of light. Tobias turned to Drip Dry. “Do you think it’s worth it to take this 


much time out and have the group separated?” he asked. 


“For meeting Jazzy Gecko, one of the members of the distinguished Jazzy clan? 


Certainly. There’s little risk of running into any problems — savage as these woodlands are, 
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we’re talking about nothing wilder than a simple forest hike.” He was partially lying — Drip Dry 
really didn’t predict any problems, but the woods could be perilous to the unwary. Yet it was 


hardly their most daring undertaking. 


That night, tucked snugly into his corner of the wagon, Barry popped into Club Bizarre. It was a 
pretty typical evening. San had installed a little stage, and a trio of Xylemians — a plantlike folk 
of lovely blossoms who had colonized Venus as a holiday-resort — was performing somber-yet- 
hopeful folk music. It was the night of the bimonthly Asiatic Club meeting, and they were 
stridently discussing the problems with hopping zombies spreading throughout the region. Barry 
grabbed his usual ginseng tea, then went about the room. Was that Galafandar Fizxx, Wizard of 


the Dark Tundra? He would have to go introduce himself. 


“Dr. Fizxx, I presume,” Barry said to the figure. 


“Just so. And you must be Barry, the young mycologist I’ve been hearing so much 
about.” Fizxx was a sternish older man with flowing dark beard and moustache, attired in dark 
flowing clothes that were not, however, overly-ostentatious as some wizards were. He did 
possess a small pipe, and was puffing on it rather compulsively — but on the whole, he didn’t 
give the impression of a wizard given over to impressive displays of magical identity. There was 
one marked exception to this, however. On his forehead, in eldritch-black ink, was tattooed a 
full-figured female angel, reclining upon a ceremonial pentacle in what appeared to be a state of 
orgasm. This jarringly puerile element lent the rest of Fizxx’s appearance even more maturity by 
way of contrast, like a beefy lug in a pink shirt. Barry knew his reputation as an arcane scholar 


who valued concrete results and evidence over ceremony and speculation. 
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“Tt’s a pleasure to make your distinguished acquaintance,” said Barry. 


“Likewise, friend. You may not realize, but you’re something of a celebrity around here 


these days. San Wortle has only good things to say.” 


“San Wortle. Ha! Ha! What a character. I knew of her distinguished reputation when 
she joined up with our little troop, and since then, she’s only exceeded my highest expectations. 


She’s an arcane original.” 


“Oh, heavens alive! The stories I could tell. If everyone in the arcane community 
compiled their San Wortle tales, we’d have one of the most entertaining and lively tomes in any 
universe. She’s a treasure we won’t see the likes of again soon. But she’s not the only person 


talking. Your exploits have won you a whole fan club, I'll warrant.” 


“Heaven forbid, learned friend Fizxx. There are a thousand subjects I’d love to get your 
thoughts on, but let me not waste your time — I’m interested in any knowledge you might have 


on the subject of one ‘Jazzy Gecko.’ Is the name familiar?” 


“Yes, friend, on two counts. One, that your compatriots, San and that infamous showman 
Drip Dry Eyes, have beaten you to it, and have been asking after the fellow in this 


establishments’ every nook and cranny. But more to your point-“ 


San had snuck up behind Fizxx. “I see you’re talking to Galafandar Fizxx. Pretty lame, 


isn’t he?” 


Fizxx rolled his eyes in mock-exasperation. “Oh, for heavens-sakes, San!” 


Drip Dry pulled up right after San from the same direction. “We’ve been asking about, 


but there’s not much word on Jazzy Gecko.” 
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“Your ally Barry got it first try,” Fizxx said. “Or at least, got someone who has some 
remote knowledge, even if it isn’t too useful. Jazzy Gecko is nearly as secretive as his more 
famous clan-brother, M. Dr. Jazzy Jayhawk. While I’ve, alas, never had the honor of meeting 
the later, me and M. Dr. Gecko are friends-of-a-sort, who have traded knowledge and had many 
a long, pleasing discussion in the past. As such, we still occasionally correspond, and my last 
missive from him was only about a month ago. All I can tell you however, relative to what I 
gather is your objective- finding him- is that he sounded very intent on his training, almost to the 
point of obsession. But from what I know of his character, if you do get ahold of him — and I 
believe him to be in the middle of the Great Red Woods, as you’ve likely been told — he will 


probably be happy to offer you his assistance, unless he has some specific reason not to.” 


“No exact location?” asked San in a last-ditch bid. 


“T would tell you instantly if [had one. But I have one more piece of info that might 
come in handy. M. Dr. Gecko is in stunningly good health, except for one minor trouble — he 
has an eternally raspy throat. And I know that only ginseng can offer him any real relief. If you 


happen to have any, it could make a perfect offering.” 


“Splendid!” exclaimed Barry. “I should have just enough to make a gift that isn’t 


laughably stingy.” 


As they were talking, a dark, lumpy figure in a trenchcoat had sidled up to the table they 
leaned against. He had a rather formless head and saucer-like yellow eyes that recalled a lonely 


lantern on a marsh at night. He sniffled. 
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Fizxx turned. When he saw the figure, a look somewhere between mild annoyance and 
genuine concern crossed his face. ““Dorkk. Have you met Club Bizarre’s resident intrepid 


adventurers?” 


“No,” said the fellow. “Greeting. My name is Ronadd Dorkk. You likely don’t know 
me, but I’m a seer. I try my best. I don’t want to interrupt. But I have info I wanted to get off 
my chest.” He looked at the group with bulging saucer-eyes. “I want you all to know that 


nobody does a tarot reaching perfection. And there may be more later.” 


With these cryptic words, he sauntered off. 


“T have no idea what he’s talking about,” said San. “But though I really hate to say it, 


that guy is one of the greatest seers who’s ever lived.” 


The trio arose before dawn, on cue, just as planned. They stretched stiffly, ate some 
proteinwafer and dried prune, grabbed their canteens and packs of nuts, and headed out. The 
great trees were shrouded in morning mists. It was a mystical scene. Barry pulled out his 
compass, sniffed the air, pointed. He had the ginseng in his pocket — hopefully M. Dr. Gecko’s 
remoteness from any source of good ginseng would make him overlook the gifts’ inadequacy. 


Hopefully, they could even find the good fellow. 


Light slowly filtered into the world. The trio were striding across the forest floor. 
Between Drip Dry’s powerful nose, San’s comprehensive understanding of wild natural 
elements, and Barry’s alchemical third-eye abilities, if anyone could find a Gecko in the woods, 
it was this group. They traveled on and on, and the congress of redwoods seemed to draw them 


in. These great elder trees near the center were wider than a house, and they stretched up like 
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gigantic red bones in the mist. Barry really let his third eye go wild and see everything. And he 
saw things. He saw the ancientness of the woods, and let it become part of his bones. There was 


a great silence here. A silence of patient aeons. 
“Look!” San pointed. The trio dashed towards the shape. 


On a rock, a geckoidal form sat. They approached. It was the hunched back of a slender 
geckoman, with large head and handsome ridges. “Hail,” called out Drip Dry. No response. 
The trio began to circle around. The geckoman was hunched well-over. Barry ventured, “Might 
you be Jazzy Gecko, friend?” Still no response. They approached the geckoman’s front side — 


to discover that he was crying. 


It looked like he’d been crying for some time. They didn’t appear to be tears of sudden 
shock or mad bereavement. Instead they were the slow, steady tears of unbearable reflection. 
“Friend,” asked Drip Dry as the trio came up to the weeper, “what troubles you?” At first, there 
was still no response — just a sad heaviness. Then the skinny geckoman slowly raised his head to 
look at his visitors. He had a big-eyed, hangdog look about him, almost an impression of 
carelessness for his own condition. There was something slightly pitiful in the figure. But there 
was also an impression of something strong and independent, the source of which was hard to 
pin down. He looked at the trio, tears streaming down his face, making no effort to wipe them 


off. 
“T want to be forever young,” said Jazzy Gecko. 
San asked with a firm voice, “Do you really want to live forever?” 


Jazzy Gecko shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said. It was evident San had made an 


immediate impression. 
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Barry pulled out his ginseng remnants. He proffered them to Jazzy Gecko. “Care for some 


ginseng, friend Gecko?” 


Jazzy Gecko shook his head again. “Maybe later.” Then he brought his head back down, 


and wept as-ever-he-had. 


The group followed Jazzy Gecko to his small encampment. There was little other than a lean-to 
against one of the mighty redwoods, and a small firepit. Gecko grabbed a large canteen from 
within the leanto, took some flint-and-tinder sitting by the fireplace, poured water into the pot. 
“We can start some ginseng tea if you’d care for it,” he said to the group. Barry produced the 


ginseng. “I’m sorry I don’t have more and better.” 


Gecko smiled. “I don’t care. Thank you guys for being so patient with me.” 


“Not at all,” said Drip Dry. “It’s we who are the interlopers into your affairs.” 


“T’ve been training here for some time, as you probably know. I don’t get many visitors. 
It’s true that I don’t want many, that the remoteness of this location, being off the main road a 
good ways, was chosen in part to discourage too many visits. Also true that I wanted to 
commune with the redwoods, because of their understanding of time and age. I was trying to 
develop my spiritual faculties. These days, everybody is always working on the development of 
this-or-that skill. And it can be a mask. People, instead of looking at themselves and who they 
are and questioning what they’re trying to accomplish, they can hide behind the mask of their 
skillsets. That’s a big part of why you see more CentralGov goons around these days. They’re 
gaining influence. And it’s because people are more-and-more wearing these masks, when a few 


years ago, they would have been happier with just being who they are.” 
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“God-damn-it,” said San, “you’re right.” 


“T know I am.” 


The group sat, meditative, looking at the fire as it heated the water. After a while it 
began to bubble slightly. Gecko went to his lean-to and came back with enough funky ceramic 
mugs for everybody. “I got enough cups for entertaining,” he said, “because there’s nothing else 
I can even do for guests. Tea is a gift I get a lot. Yeah, I was developing another skill. To show 
my identity, and try to show that I’m better than everybody else. I’m still doing that to a degree. 
But the redwoods have opened my eyes. They’ve made me see things about myself, things I was 


just hiding. Things I shouldn’t have needed a bunch of trees to tell me about.” 


There was more meditative silence. The water was boiling mildly. Gecko broke off a 
piece of ginseng, threw it in, waited for the water to reach the proper color. Then he poured the 
contents one-by-one into the four ceramic mugs, leaving the ginseng piece at the bottom for 
another future brewing. He blew on his cup, waited, sipped. He closed his rimmed, sunken eyes 


in deep contemplation. He seemed almost overcome by weariness and melancholy. 


Barry waited. Then, when he deemed it had been long enough, he spoke — “M. Dr. 


Gecko, I wanted to ask you, if I may be so bold, about your brother, Jazzy Jayhawk.” 


Gecko stayed silent a moment longer. Then he spoke, without change in expression. 
“Jayhawk is waiting for you. Barry should face him alone. You will find him at the Great 
Arenas like you thought. I approve of this objective.” He rattled all this off in a tired, almost 


mechanical voice. Then he returned to silence. 


“Do you really wanna live forever?” San asked. “Forever? And ever?” 
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“T really don’t know,” said Gecko, his eyes still closed. “I really don’t know.” 


They dashed back through the forest. “Well,” said San, “we probably could’ve skipped that.” 


The mist was lifting rapidly. Another few moments and it would all be dissolved. From 
behind a tree, a massive shape shambled into the group’s path. The size of four normal bears, 
with slavering jaw and razor fang, it was the fabled hypergrizzly. None of the group had 
detected it — Drip Dry hadn’t smelled it, San hadn’t noticed signs of a large beast, Barry hadn’t 
detected its aura. How had the massive beast been so stealthy? The group looked desperately 
about for escape routes. To wrestle the beast would have been foolhardy, even with Drip Dry in 
his current powerful condition. If all three of them had ambushed the beast, they could scarcely 
have hoped to match it. The trio split up, running three different directions. Barry noticed 
something as he ran — they weren’t too far from a rushing river. He didn’t know that there would 


be such rapidflowing waters this time of year. 


He turned to hazard a glance. The hypergrizzly was hot on his tail. And Barry noticed 
something else. This hypergrizzly’s eyes were without pupils. And on the crown of its head, 


there sat a piece of tortuga-shell plating, with a little twin-antenna sticking out the top of it. 


Barry didn’t have long to contemplate the import of this. The speed of the massive bear 
overwhelmed him. With a lightning-lunge of its uncouth bulk, the creature swatted him with one 
titanic stroke, sending him flying through the air like a projectile launched from a sling. He 
narrowly avoided careening with a redwood as he sailed, limbs flailing, right into the foaming 
torrent of the river. He swirled and bobbed in its vicious eddies, then was carried ever onwards 


by its momentum. The small, fast flow of water was cleaner and crisper than the Northstar, 
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untainted by vile human meddling — yet this felt like the poet’s “déjda vu all-over-again” - he was 
back, just like in crow-infested Neooiseaux, swirling helplessly on the water, separated from his 
group, after being batted there by a giant animal that came out of nowhere. History seemed 


doomed to repeat itself. 


And so he swirled and whirled, bobbing along. Finally he came upon a sturdy branch to 
grab ahold of — much longer without a flotation device would have put him in serious jeopardy, 
even after his visit to Muscle Beach and all the other strengthening he’d done on the journey — no 
soul had infinite endurance. So he grabbed, almost just pleased to be able to float, and bobbed 


without thought, down the river, flowing ever northwards... northwards... northwards... 


30. The Hills That We Climbed 


Barry dreamt. 


He dreamt. Oh how he dreamt. 


Now he was sailing. Sailing on the ocean-blue, at the helm of his own nudist vessel. 
Lads and lasses were jauntily gadding about the gangways. And every last one of them was 
utterly ugly. It made Barry sick. He hated nudists, and he especially hated the ugly ones! But 
these nudists were ugly, they were proud, they were letting their little dealies have a dose of 
wind and fresh air and weren’t even prone to seasickness. And Barry hated nudists no longer, 
not even the ugly kind. Just like that, he was cured. Because he realized it. He realized you 
gotta do what you gotta do. So he set his ship on fire. And the wooden planks of the vessel 


turned to charred cinders that dissolved into the ocean. But the crew alighted, flaming, on the 
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glorious seabreeze, and rose like the sweet angels they were, towards the heavens, their 


birthright. Birthright. Birthright. Birthright. Birthright. 


Their Birthright. 


Why were the heavens their birthright? Barry didn’t get it. 


He didn’t get a lot of things. 


He floated, floated with his flaming nudos, on the winds of heaven. Those ugly nudists 
had pledged allegiance to Barry in the name of love, and they had done it. Now they hugged, 
they embraced one another and the whole group, and Barry felt their innocent warmth and ugly 
charred skin, and knew that this was crazy and dumb, and that he loved his crew back. He flew 


higher, higher into the heavens. His birthright? Yeah, sure. Whatever. 


He saw God 2.0. 


“How’s it going, Barry?” God asked. 


All Barry could think was, this guy’s a total tool. But he knew he wasn’t ready to face 


God 2.0. Yet. 


Now Barry was in the time of dinosaurs. The dinos wore fedoras and did detective cases. They 


were studying who killed each other. The answer was that they all killed each other. 


Barry was walking to the cornerstore. “Gimme a pack of cigs,” he said. And the child 
behind the counter handed them over. “Good,” said Barry. “And now may I say that these cigs 


are the stupidest, most awful, most dismal, and most utterly disastrous habit.” He pulled out a 
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pocketwatch. It was time. He focused his mind and destroyed all cigs. He destroyed all beers. 


And in a final show of thoughtfulness, he destroyed all cornerstores. Everybody applauded. 


“We can no longer live like this,” Barry said. “We can no longer wear masks. Why can 
we not be sober? We have to give ourselves over to reflection, to contemplation, to thought, and 
allow these things to lead us where-they-will, with courage and conviction and commitment to a 


brighter tomorrow. Join with me, citizens. Reject the manipulations of CentralGov.” 


“But I want what I want,” retorted Teezeeack, puffing on a cigar. 


Barry was at the pigs rodeo. It was a rode just for pigs. The cows were pigs. The audience was 
pigs. The announcer was pigs. And Barry was pigs. He was a filthy pig, stating his porcine 
philosophy with an “oink-oink.” He netted those pigs, and the pigs cheered. Then everything 
melted like salty butter. Consume all of it. Don’t hold back. Your momma said eat everything, 
every last little cute little morsel, but Barry wasn’t listening anymore. He didn’t need momma. 


Barry wasahOt-rEbEl. 


He roved the highways and byways. Places with strange names. New York. LA. Saint 
Louie. Toledo. He knew nothing of these places, yet their names popped into his head. He 
roved about the odd ancient cities on a rolling, sputtering, filthily-oinking hog. Ona hog. Ona 
hog. He rolled for hot cuties. He rolled. Hot cuties. Hot cuties. He rolled. And rolled. Hot. 


Cuties. Clouds. Moisture. 


He awoke to a new day. Sun was spraying on the window, it was nasty. Everything was 
nasty these days, and the saucy little tarts were creating overwhelming chaos out in the streets. 


Why was it confusing? Why did life hurt so? Jesus, take the wheeeeeel? Take the 
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wheeeeeeeeeeeeeeel? Take the wheel. Jesus take the wheel. I’m telling you to take the wheel 


right god damn now. Because I don’t know nothing. And I can’t deal with this shit no more. 


Barry was in highschool. He was cute and sexy. They were all cute and sexy. And he 
felt that he would explode. Oh god damnit. He felt such pressure as to make a grown man 
swoon. He felt the pressure of chili cheese burritos in his pants. He felt like everybody was 


laughing at him. And he was really laughing at every body. Do you really wanna live forever? 


And he flew. He flew above the clouds, and looked down on the cities at night, glittering 
rectangular nests of intricate light. It was so beautiful. Thousands and hundreds of thousands 


and millions and hundreds of millions of souls, lonely. It was so beautiful. So beautiful. 


Barry was walking atop a stone-masonry wall. It was a wall like you might see separating 
pastures in a quaint countryside of rolling hills. But he wasn’t in a quaint countryside of rolling 
hills. He was in space. The wall appeared to continue downwards forever. Below on either 
side, there were stars. Above, there were stars. To the left, there were stars. To the right, there 
were stars. Barry wasn’t sure what the wall was supposed to be separating. He wasn’t even sure 
it had a purpose. He had to keep balanced to remain atop its narrow length. Behind, the wall 
stretched on into the infinite distance. Ahead, it also stretched on into the infinite distance. 
Barry didn’t know how long he was supposed to keep walking. Balancing made his feet ache 
slightly. He wished he were in a country meadow instead of this endless sea of stars. Would he 
be walking forever? Who decided these things anyway? Who would take the blame? And what 
if he fell? Would he drop forever? Would that be any worse? Dazzling nebulae swirled all 


around him. 
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Barry kept walking. 


He awoke. 


Everything was fog and mist. He was on the bank of what had become a minor stream, 
trickling along. The nearby land was empty of any feature save an abundance of short grass. 
How long had he floated for? It could have been thirty minutes or three days. He felt his belly. 
Likely closer to three days. Or longer. He could hardly move from exhaustion and hunger. He 
felt around. Miraculously, the pack of nuts had remained in his soggy pocket. Now he took it 
out, and with a titanic effort, pulled it open. He gingerly pincered a peanut between his index 
finger and thumb, then delicately, carefully guided it to his waiting mouth, his lips quivering 
slightly in anticipation. He felt around. Saints be praised. His canteen was still on him as well, 
its sturdy strap weathering the rapids without so much as a scratch. A good canteen was always 
worth spending on. He sucked some nutrients from the precious peanut and, with another 
powerhouse effort of grit and muscle, unscrewed the canteen. He sipped. Life. LIFE! The 
precious water helped to dissolve the peanut in his mouth. Strength flowing back to him, he 
screwed the lid back on with minimal effort, and began test-stretching his limbs one-by-one from 
his prone position, continuing to carefully munch the nuts, pacing himself on every bite. His 
body seemed to have not taken in any riverwater as he floated helplessly — his good fortune was 


quite something. Then again, he was a pro at this sort of thing by now. 


When his senses had settled somewhat, he took another, closer look at his surroundings, 
still lying down to conserve strength, carefully swiveling his head about like a really slow bird. 


The foggy shortgrass meadows he had landed in rolled serene off into the distance. At the edge 


326 


of the horizon were a few of what looked like large hills or small mountains. Likely they would 
lead into the desolate lands of the Middle North, where few ever ventured. The sun was low in 
the sky. Was it morning or evening? Barry looked in the direction he guessed to be southwards. 
There were copses of pine-trees all about. He couldn’t be sure, but he felt that he had come a 
great distance. This land looked rather like what was described of the Autonomous Zones. But 
if so, it must have been near the outer parts of that territory — there was no sign of habitation for 


miles around. 


If his directional guessing was correct, the hazy sun was to the east, and it was morning. 
He finished the pack of nuts, maintaining the willpower to eat it slowly, savoring it. It wasn’t a 
huge pack — they hadn’t thought they’d even need it — and he saw no value to saving any for 
later. If he was going to get anywhere, he needed the strength to get up and move about, now- 
ish. He allowed himself one more sip of water. That was something he would ration carefully. 
He’d start by looking for food among the trees. He saw a sharp rock amongst the washed-up 
stream-debris, reached over, grabbed it and stuck it carefully in his pocket, minding that it didn’t 
poke a hole in there. Then he began the laborious process of carefully climbing himself into an 
upright position, using a large nearby rock for leverage. One he was standing on his feet, he took 
“training” walks around a few feet, stepping in circles for longer-and-longer periods, then going 


and sitting back down on the rock. Finally, he felt as fit as he’d ever be. He headed out. 


He searched around the woods. Aha! Here was some wholesome-looking fungus. He 
got closer, examined it carefully. Drat. Actually poisonous, and it required pretty careful 
observation to detect it. But it was promising that this was a habitat so conducive to fungal 
growth. He kept onwards, keeping his eyes open wide. A few berries. He looked carefully, 


sniffed. Not entirely worthless. He munched on them. They didn’t taste great, but it was 
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something. He found another small stream, followed along it. The pines were healthy — this was 
good forestland. He was optimistic of his prospects for dinner. He felt that he could get used to 


living in a place like this. 


After a while, he detected a human aura in the woods. This was his golden opportunity. 
He headed carefully in that direction. Before long, a stern, hardy female figure with sensitive 
eyes came into view. She was garbed in earthtone textile rags that put her as an Autonomous 
Zone citizen. Barry realized that, with his current uncouth appearance, he would look like a 
creep if he just walked right up to her out of nowhere. “Hail!” he called out with an assumed 
tone of heartiness. “I seem to be a trifle lost, friend-hiker. Could you direct me to the nearest 


settlement? I don’t mean to be any bother.” 


The woman took one look at Barry and, even from a distance, started back so fast she 
almost fell over. She reached quickly into her satchel and pulled out a piece of some sort of 
wheaty oliveloaf. “Good lord, man! Eat this immediately. I’d say you’re more than a little lost. 
If I wasn’t such a good judge of character I might have run screaming just now. But as-it-is, I 
see you need to be brought to a place with food and shelter — and if you’ll forgive my saying, a 
warm bath — at once. This is the Autonomous Zone, if you didn’t know, though we’re bordering 


on the outer wilderness. Just take it easy and we’ll get you to somewhere you can rest.” 


“Bless you, good woman,” Barry said as he munched the wholesome loaf. 


The woman turned around, with an attitude of not wanting to press a subject. What might 
Barry have said? He determined to learn the customs of these sturdy people, so as not to cause 


offense. “This way, man,” said the woman as she guided Barry towards a long-postponed 
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reprieve. The quest for Jazzy Jayhawk was far from over, but it looked like it would have to wait 


a day longer. 


Barry put his foot on the back of the “woman,” shoving “her” down into the dirt. “You 
thought you could deceive my aura-detection, did you now, scumbag?” Writhing on the forest- 
floor, the tortuga was plainly visible for what it was, its illusional shield shattered. Barry 
chuckled morosely. “Oldest trick in the book.” He leaned down on the unarmored small of the 
tortuga back with his knee, shaking its trembling shoulders. “Talk, scum! Who sent you here! 
Where’s your nearest base? Talk, I say!!” The goon was hissing caustically through its 
mouthless, featureless face as it dissolved into green goop. Barry felt about for his dropper. It 
was as he feared. The dropper was the one, heartbreaking casualty of his trip down the river. It 
only had a tiny amount of Improved Interrogation Potion, and even if he hadn’t had a 
replacement in the wagon itself, any druggist worth a cent would sell droppers. But its absence 
now meant that Barry would be moving without any alchemical mixture. He watched the 
creature dissolve into goo, and the goo dissolve into the duff. He grabbed the satchel, pulled off 


another piece of bread. Good stuff. 


Slinging the satchel over his shoulder, Barry headed east. 


For weeks, he walked. He moved constantly eastwards, living off the land, only stopping when 
he was forced to rest. Over hill and mountain, across woodland and plains, he trekked, searching 
for any signs of a road, but seeing not-a-trace of human habitation of-any-sort. Several times, in 
the few hours of sleep he got at night, he attempted to enter Club Bizarre, always effortlessly 


accessible before now. Instead of popping right in, he was met by a wall of wailing, piercing 
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dreamstatic which he couldn’t even begin to penetrate. Apart from this, the closest he had to 
what might charitably be called “dreams” were vague reimaginings of the scenery he’d seen 
during the day, sometimes beautiful or grand, often monotonous. But most of his brief sleeping 
was taken up by meditative alchemical power-rest. Through this technique, he was fitting eight 
hours of rest into two. But it took away much of sleep’s savor. It was not meant to be used 


indefinitely. Truly, he simply couldn’t sleep long — he was compelled to walk and walk. 


He never stopped for more than a second to admire the views, even the grandest. He had 
become a walking machine, always looking ahead, with a quiet intensity that would have 
frightened any who were there to witness it. His muscles inevitably shrank. But he didn’t go 
hungry. He was too resourceful, too knowledgably in the ways of fungus to die of hunger in any 
forest on earth, and the plains brought their own bounties. Giant wild meatants, those implacable 
insectoid warlords of their own chthonic paradise, abounded in the region - he had no trouble 
hunting them down, and got used to eating their meat raw, so that he wouldn’t have to stop to 


make a fire. For weeks, he walked on. He walked. 


He came to a region made up of wildly rolling hills covered in soft green grass, arcadian 
and pleasant if the hills didn’t roll so wildly, if there wasn’t such a lack of other features, if the 
landscape didn’t go on and on forever in an intimidating emerald infinity, its contours not unlike 


a tossing sea of wide waves that had been frozen in time, and then planted over. 


Now it was heavily misty. The world was grey. Barry could see a ways in front, but he 
wondered when he would ever see anything like shelter. He had lost track of time. Was it 
morning or evening? The hills had hypnotized him, and then the mist had gradually encroached. 


It felt like the world had always been like this, like he’d just been plopped down here, fully 
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formed, walking, like this was the condition of the whole universe. He crested another hill, saw 


a scene no different than he had before. And then he heard something. 


For the first time in weeks, Barry stopped dead-in-his-tracks and just listened. 


It was a thin fluting sound. Far-off, aethereal. Coming gradually closer. Yes, it was 
music, of a sort. A wailing paradox that almost cancelled out to become emotionless, but 
instead, ended up being profoundly strange — mournful-yet-ebullient, stoic-yet-ecstatic, tender- 
yet-merciless, it wailed like a long, fluting wind out of a far-distant dimension where the 
emotions of the living didn’t set the standard — indeed where none of our myopic standards 
applied. It chilled to the bone, all-the-more-so because it didn’t carry a trace of malice or the 
possibility of malice. Painfully simple in execution, its reedy transcendence washed over Barry, 
removing his senses from their well-worn grooves, dislocating his sense-of-self. And it grew 


nearer. 


And he saw them. 


Cresting a hill, they came floating along the ground. The first visible was the leader, 
gliding with its feet over the grass, ebullient, playing on his flute with otherworldly gusto and 
unliving mirth. It was skeletal, so utterly skeletal, with a skeleton stunted, misshapen, and 
somewhat blocky by normal standards, yet possessing its own unliving normalcy. Its bones were 
held together by transparent skin and translucent ligaments, and there was a sickly-greyness to it 
that was especially corpselike, accentuated by its bulging lidless eyes. But there was no trace of 
flies, growth, seepage, or any external grossness one would associate with dead bodies. Indeed it 
seemed perfectly comfortable in its own transparent grey skin as it slid-and-glid along, never 


quite touching the ground, without the trace of a shadow, sometimes leaning back in a seated 
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position as if it were riding an invisible sled, generally seeming quite celebratory — celebrating its 


unlife as if it were the most natural thing in the world. 


Behind it, three radically-misshapen skeletal mules followed in a line, like the leader in 
all respects except that they were mules. Their hooves flailing absurdly in the space above the 
grass, they floated and bobbed along with heinous skeletal mouths wide-open to the sky, in a 
silent bray of unliving pageantry. Behind these three, came two more skeletal mules, but now 
with skeletal riders. The riders flung their arms up chaotically in slow, uncouth, silent whoops, 
in time with the high-notes of the flautist. Trailing at the end of the procession, in perfect line 
with all the others, a skeletal figure more stunted and malformed than the rest, with large, 
misshapen head and lidless, giant, unfathomable eyes floated in a forward-leaning position, as if 


in contemplation of some sidesplitting joke. 


This spinetingling procession floated past, all in a row, all without shadows, floating and 
bobbing and celebrating without taking any notice of Barry, who was now so stunned and 
absorbed by the whole thing that he’d essentially forgotten he even had a body. They came 
along, in their own time, with lunar movements, slowly, at a unique pace in tune with the 
fluteplaying. And without sign of ever stopping, slowly, the outro band glide-marched onward, 
off into the distance. It was some time before the sound died away. It was a moment longer 


before Barry remembered he had a body. 


He looked around. Then, he marched onward. 


31. The Decline and Fall-on-Your-Ass 


That night, at long last, Barry made it back into Club Bizarre. 
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San was sipping some sort of fruit smoothie when he approached. “Well, well. Look 


who’s not dead. You son-of-a-bitch...”” She was momentarily speechless. 


“Come now, San. Did you really think I would have kicked the bucket so easily? But 
there are too many questions. I’m sleeping under a rock in a copse of trees, and I haven’t seen 
another human being for something like a month of solid walking. I must be getting near to the 
Great Lakes — all the topographical signs point to it. But why couldn’t I get into Club Bizarre 


until now?” 


“That’s the million-dollar question,” said San. “The bajillion-dollar question. Because I 
can only suspect foulplay. And it can’t have been CentralGov by-itself. What other party would 


want to close you off, and would also have that level of power over dream? 


“You’re right, of course — we knew you weren’t dead, because I could tell you were 
trying to get into Club Bizarre. But there was nothing anyone could do. Your proximity has 
probably helped ease your access tonight. But I also think you must have met with a powerful 
force allied, in some way, with our interests, since the dream-residue I detect on you now is 


much higher than a normal human should have.” 


“Yes,” said Barry. “I suppose I did.” 


“T’ll look forward to hearing about it sometime,” said San. “I’m the only one of our party 
here tonight. They’ll be thrilled to hear you’re safe. For a little over two weeks, we’ve been 
here at the Great Arenas, working our way up. You missed out on some pretty dumb stuff. Grab 


a drink - boy, have I got some stories for you...” 
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“T can’t believe Barry is gone and there’s nothing we can do about it,” Drip Dry was saying as 


the cart rolled along. “We should have just followed the river to see where he ended up.” 


“T understand your thinking,” said San. “But we would have had to either split up or 
abandon the carriage. Barry made it clear that the top priority was to get this alchemy stuff to 
Jayhawk. He’s been repeatedly trying to get into Club Bizarre for the few hours of the night he 
seems to be sleeping. I don’t understand it, how an educated guy like that can be kept out of a 
shared dreamspace — there’s something weird going on here — but we know that he’s alive-and- 
kicking. We’ll meet up. Don’t worry — Barry is a true scholar. To a scholar, anything is 


possible.” 


“T know, honey,” Drip Dry said. Their relationship had blossomed after they were both 
forced to deal with the freak hypergrizzly attack. They had run — it was all they could do — and 
had hightailed it out of those woods and onto a steady northeastern road that was taking them 
through yet-more dry country. San had thought the Southwest was dusty. Hell, she knew the 
Southwest was dusty. Nobody was more qualified to talk about the Southwest. But this place. 
Damn. This place was the dust clearinghouse for the planet. On balance, these Great United 
States were a dusty place. But they wouldn’t be eating dust forever. Soon they should be rolling 
through miserable, drab plains and forests, almost more boring, she figured, than just looking at 


dust. These were some pretty tedious lands. 


Travelling absolutely sucked, San decided. Problem was, if you wanted to get anywhere, 


you had to do it. And if you didn’t want to get anywhere, that just sucked even more. 


They came to a ridge. Down below, there was a wide valley of mostly just more dust. 


But not entirely. Out amidst the dust, two parties were locked in fierce combat. It looked like 
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they were going after it with shillelagh. On closer inspection, none of the combatants seemed to 


know much about fighting. And they were dressed in rather silly costumes. 


“This merits closer inspection,” said Drip Dry. 


“Agreed,” said San. “Pard, let’s take the cart down.” 


Pard steered the speedmules carefully down the winding path to the bottom of the ridge, 
and they approached the still-fighting groups at a trot. There must have been around fifty people 
on each side. The combatants on the right wore one-piece plush nighties of bright, electric 
yellow, featuring black lightningbolt insignia and hoods that looked like they were meant to 
imitate the appearance of some small mythical animal. Little lightning-shaped “tails” of fabric 
hung pitifully from the back of these outfits, over the trapdoor buttflap. The other side looked 
hardly less ridiculous. They were dressed in outfits of all-or-mostly pink. Atop their heads, they 
had great fluffy helmets that were also fashioned in the likeness of some mythical character, 
though of a lazier and more generic sort than that of their rivals — essentially just a pink ball with 
eyes. This team appeared to be the less skilled of the two unskilled sides, with a “tactic” of 
holding back in the most cowardly sort of defense San had ever laid eyes on. Every-now-and- 
then, however, they would lunge forward in short-ranged but powerful strikes that would stagger 
or even knock out their opponents, thus keeping up something like an equilibrium of combat 


mediocrity — though these strikes seemed to briefly stun the strikers with a heavy fatigue. 


The thing that struck San the most was how tough these fighters all looked physically, 
even in their stupid getup. Ten halfway-decent wrestlers could have come in and wreaked havoc 
without the use of a single shillelagh, but that was hardly because of a lack of muscle on the part 


of the fighters. Indeed, they looked like, with a little training, they could be fine warriors 
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themselves. But they seemed uninterested in beating their hated rivals by any other method than 
the ludicrous, slappy techniques they employed. Hopping about haphazardly, without any 
apparent sense of balance, thwacking their shillelagh around without putting any backbone or 
even any real momentum into their strikes, zigzagging like drunken rabbits and wasting all their 
breath on loud, superfluous “Ohs” and “Ahs” and “Have at yous,” it was clear that there was 
something wrong with these guys. And what bothered San was, there were too many of them, 
and they were too well-organized, for it to just be a total anomaly. She and the gang had to get 


to the bottom of this. 


Pard drew the carriage to a halt within easy throwing distance of the scrum, the 
speedmules kicking up a cloud of dust as they put on the brakes. Everyone began climbing out 
of the carriage — San. Drip Dry. Tobias. Marcel. They stepped into the sun, squinting from the 


sudden glare, and peered towards the curios spectacle. “Who’s winning?” asked Marcel. 


“Yellow side,” said Tobias. 


“T wouldn’t count pink out yet,” said Drip Dry. 


“T can’t help but feel,” said San, using her hand as a sun-vizor, “that they’re somehow 


both losing.” 


A member of team yellow was desperately swiping at a cringing pinko, when he caught 
the newly-arrived audience out of the corner of his eye. “Hey,” he said inanely, turning his back 
obliviously to his foes and pointing. The pinko he’d been attacking, showing no interest in this 
perfect opening, followed the line of his yellow foe’s finger. Soon others were turning away 


from their opponents to stare at the newcomers. A pinko accidentally hit a yellow who had 
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turned — his foes gave him a dirty look. “Oops! Sorry,” the offending pinko said. Now 


everyone was staring at the newcomers, who were staring right back. 


“Those guys are the tough ones,” the yellow-leader shouted, pointing emphatically. 


“Let’s get ‘em!!” 


In a swarm of flailing shillelagh and rooster-like battle cries, the crowd of could-be 
hardys, pinko and yellow alike, stampeded towards the party. Drip Dry, hardly betraying an 
ounce of exertion, darted forward and spun around with his arms, now the stuff of myth, 
extended to either side in an adamantine spinning double-lariat, scooping up foes in the crook of 
either elbow and sending them flying as fast as the eye could follow. It was like a helicopter 
eradicating an enemy base, like a thresher eradicating wheat. The line between pink and yellow 
teams was split down the middle. Tobias was chasing down running pinkos, bopping their heads 
together when he got the chance. The yellow team had it even worse. San was bulldozing the 
ranks with an endless stream of rapid lunging straight-punches that were flying right by the 
improperly-wielded shillelagh and consistently knocking out in one bop-to-the-noggin. It was 


bedtime for Bozos. 


After about a minute total of this treatment, the leaders of both pink and yellow ran 
forward with their hands held out palms-up. “HALT!” “We surrender!” The action came to a 


complete halt. Marcel peered out from behind the wagon. “What was the point of that?” 


San turned — “As a professional, I can tell you that there is exactly no point to any of 
this.” She turned to the two leaders. “Which is not-to-say we don’t have questions. What’s the 


meaning of all this?” 
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The yellow-leader, a tall woman with pleasantly rounded facial features, looked at San 
incredulously, then shared this look around with the rest of the group. “Huh?” she said, 
ratcheting up the facial incredulity to the point that her body seemed to be bucking slightly with 
the contained force of her incredulity. “Come on. Bro. Don’t come down to the battlefield if 
you don’t plan on throwing down. Come on.” She looked supremely self-satisfied with her 


reasoning, if still residually incredulous. 


The pink-leader stepped forward. He was a stocky man with a rather whimsical-seeming 
handlebar moustache. “These must be ‘newbs’ to the arenas of combat. Welcome. We’re just 
here doing some ‘casuals,’ as is our ancient tradition, before our great contribution to the battles 


that are even now underway over yonder ridge.” 


“What battles. What battles.” San did not at-all like where this was going. 


“You truly are ignorant of the Great Way, then. We are a clan as old as time. Before the 
Time of the Hungry Ghosts, there were the feudal days of the dark assassins. The SuperchoMens 
who wished upon the Northstar, and made their dreams of might and conquest come true, no 


matter how lowly their station-by-birth. This was the Age of the Ancestors.” 


“Oh no. I was afraid of this. Are you guys here for Eo?” 


“Yes.” The pinko closed his eyes in rapturous contemplation. A gentle chant of “Eo... 


Eo... Eo” welled up from the swarm behind him. 


“What’s Eo?” asked Marcel, who’d ventured closer. 


“Tt’s a thing where a bunch of sickos get together and beat each other with sticks,” said 


San impatiently. “How much longer is Eo going on?” 
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“At least two months. Over the ridge and on the other side of the hotel is a valley even 
larger and dustier than this one. It’s there that great and bloody Main Events are going on even 
now, filling the air with the sounds of valor. The floor has already been strewn with renowned 
competitors who simply couldn’t keep up with the new systems. It’s an Eo to shatter paradigms, 
an Eo that will be sung of for generations. And you’ve arrived in perfect time to see it. You 


lucky devils, you.” 


San closed her eyes, focused on breathing evenly. “How big,” she asked quietly, “is the 


attendance for this year’s event?” 


“If you have to ask,” said the yellow-leader proudly, “you’re bound to be surprised.” 


The speedmules snorted to the top of the ridge in the late-afternoon, early-evening sun. There, a 
short distance away, was a gigantic complex of drab, blocky multi-story builings. Over the main 
entrance hung a giant sign — “Yolanda Inn and Suites.” A few paces past the back of this 
complex, the ground fell away in another ridge. Pard ambled the speedmules towards the stables 
for the inn. No stablehands seemed to be around. He parked. “T’ll go in and check on things,” 
said San. She jumped out, felt Drip Dry reach out and tap her shoulder. “Smock,” he whispered. 
San rolled her eyes. “Of course.” She draped her smock quickly over herself and strode to the 


entrance. 


There was an odd sort of circular rotating room-door thing. You went into this little 
circular room and spun these glass surfaces around on an axis. San couldn’t see why there 
wasn’t just a normal door, but whatever. The lobby was spacious, disinfectant-clean and 


soulless. What a weird inn this was. It smelled like they’d dumped a ton of lemon-scented 
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cleaning fluid all over every surface, and the floor was oddly shiny. Did some kinda disinfectant 
fetishist run this place? It gave her the creeps. She turned to the reception counter. A woman 
with an authoritative air and a hairdo composed of tier-upon-tier of festive bouffantery stood 


chewing gum. A small, shiny nametag announced her as “Yolanda.” 


“HI, MAY WE HELP YOU,” she demanded violently as San came up to the counter. 


“There’s nobody at the stables,” San said. 


Yolanda sighed with an exasperation that seemed to be familiar to her, and immediately 
strode out the back, giving no indication that she would ever return. After about two minutes, 
she darted back in as abruptly as she’d left. “We ‘pologize,” she said by way of explanation, 


offering a tight-jawed smile. “What can we do for you this fine evening?” 


“We’re looking for space to sleep four people. For just one evening. You got anything?” 


“Yes, you are very lucky. Some rooms just opened up. Sore losers will sometimes head 
home early, it’s the only way anything ever opens this time of the year. (Oh Jesus help me.) 
Those guys are going at it fierce this year, so I’m sure more guys will be leaving soon. Let’s see. 
Adjacent connecting suites in building three, overlook the valley, third floor, a great view, can fit 


two each, okay?” 


“Perfect. When do people usually start heading back in from the events?” 


“Oh honey. There’s no one time. It just rotate. They do this at all hours of the day and 


night. It don’t ever stop.” 


“Thanks.” San’s face whitened slightly as she settled up for the night. She had no plans 


to be here tomorrow. But she also didn’t dare push the group’s luck for the remainder of today, 
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though there be a good hour of full light left. Who knew how many battles there were, all 


around? Who knew what moronicry could spring ravening on a lone carriage in the night? 


Drip Dry, Tobias and Marcel popped in. “Everything’s taken care of with the wagon,” 
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Drip Dry said — “‘so let’s check out this so-called ‘main event. 


San frowned, nodded. The quarrelsome quartet walked through the cavernous lobby, and 
down a narrow, drab hall which led to the back exit. They opened the door to an immediate 
sound of battle from over the ridge, muffled but distinct. There was the sharp thwack of 
shillelagh striking shillelagh, the idiot yell of the Eo-culter in victory - ““WOQOOQOOOOOOOOP!”’ 
—and defeat —“AAAAAAAWWWWW’” Mostly, all the sounds blended together, in an ominous 
hum of battle, a mighty thrumming of clumsyfooted pandemonium. The sound floated over the 


ridge in a cumbersome cloud of clattering, greeting the party’s pensive ears. 


“That doesn’t sound like a small engagement,” said Tobias. 


“How many people can there really be who are interested in this?” asked Marcel 
encouragingly. 
The group crept towards the edge of the ridge, peering over. 


“You gotta be kidding me,” said San. 


The valley, a dusty, flat expanse, stretched nearly to the horizon on all sides. Within it, a battle 
was raging which, had it been fought by competent armies over comprehensible goals, would 
surely go down in legend for all time. Instead, it was a hurricane of nonsense, a tsunami of 


psychosis, and a typhoon of enfants terribles — that is, in the sense of terrible mental-infants. 
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Some factions wore traditional gi defiled all-over with ridiculous writing - some featured puffed- 
up, brightly-dyed hair and too many oversized buckles covering every inch of clothing - and it 
only got stranger and more ridiculous from there. Every type of stupid, hairbrained outfit 
seemed to be represented, on every type of body — most of them strong-looking to a greater-or- 
lesser extent, some of them merely heavy-looking. The colorful variety of mediocrity on display 
was dazzling. Only a haunted castle filled with mad children eating raw sugar at midnight could 
have produced fashions this outlandish. No sane grown person could have a scintilla of a 


connection with any of it. 


It was a sea of slapping in which wannabe-warriors seemed to compete, not only for the 
most ridiculous looks, but for the most ridiculous strategies. Never had the image and good- 
name of the venerable shillelagh been so tarnished in-one-place and at-one-time. It seemed that 
the tactics of the pinkos and yellows in the valley behind had been among the more practical of 
this strange competitive world. Battlecries like the crowing of amorous turkeys flew on the 
evening air as hundreds of combatants at a time turned their backs full-on to their opponents in 


cumbersome flips and rolls. Who came up with this stuff? 


As unconventional as all this seemed, it was not the most ludicrous aspect of the giant 
scrum that raged below, kicking up a haze of dust to float above the valley in the mellow evening 
light. What really made the whole thing so meaningless and chaotic was the overabundance of 
factions. San couldn’t guess how many there were down there, but it couldn’t possibly have 
been below two hundred. Nearly to the edge of the valley in all directions, countless warriors 
were engaging one another without rhyme or reason. Nearly everyone was at war with nearly 


everyone else. It was Ridiculous Ragnarok, a stupid stampede of self-indulgence. And always, 


342 


without cease, the shillelagh thwacked about. There was no way it would ever be brought to an 


end. And the din rose up to the heavens. It was all fun and games, and everybody got hurt. 


“How are we gonna get through that?” asked Marcel glumly. 


“T might just have an idea,” said San, rubbing her hands together in strategic thought. “TI 


might...” 


32. Riding on the Wind 


That night, after a miserable pizza dinner, San poked her head between the tatty blinds of the 
hotel room’s giant window. Below, the giant conflict soundlessly continued in the moonlight. It 
hadn’t even slackened. “Come to bed,” Drip Dry called out to her, letting out those low whining 
noises that he tried so adorably to make seem sexy. San continued to stare down at the scene, 
silent and deadly as an aquarium full of pufferfish. “You gotta think like the enemy,” she 


muttered to herself. “Think... like... enemy...” 


At dawn, the group staggered into the breakfast-buffet hall. It was packed to the edge with 
watriors in stinking costumes, caked in sweat and dirt, waiting implacably in the enormous line, 
then jostling one-another for horrible-looking mounds of powder-eggs with sausage, biscuits- 
and-gravy with sausage, pastry with sausage, and sausage — greasy, watery little patties that 
made an unholy squidging sound as they were bitten into by flabby lip and ravenous mouth, 
consuming these horrible foodstuffs without moderation, discretion, or wisdom. The Yolanda 


Inn and Suites kitchen must have had unlimited supplies. Gravy, jam, and syrup blanketed a 
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thousand faces, like the fallout from some horrible anti-erotic ritual designed to cure one of any 


possibility of future desire for oral sex. 
“The smell of the flatulence in here is about to knock me out,” said Marcel. 
“Come on,” said San. “We’ve got plenty of dry biscuit in the wagon. I have a plan.” 
Drip Dry cocked a brow as they walked. “Care to share this plan?” 
“What, you haven’t guessed by now? You’ve just gotta think like the enemy.” 


Nobody was minding the stables. San had to do a repeat performance of the routine of 
yesterday. Yolanda was still minding the counter — it was “déja vu all-over-again.” San thanked 
her for the room and left, confident that they wouldn’t be back. She hopped into the wagon, 


absentmindedly throwing her smock into a corner. 
“Where to?” asked Pard from his coachman-perch. 
“Drive to the bottom of the ridge.” 
“OQoookiedokie,” Pard said. 


The speedmules navigated the winding road down the ridge with the same care they’d 
shown previously, but a good deal more nervousness. The sound of battle was deafening. If 
anything, there might have been more battling going on this morning than there had been before. 
There was a small open spot at the bottom of the path, where the cart could just fit. After that, it 
was clustercrunch all around. San rummaged through Barry’s alchemical corner. Here it was — 
the ingredients. And yes. He did have all the right stuff. Oh, bless the wonderful climate of the 
Pacific Coast forests, with their abundance of mushrooms and herbs. Here was the blessed 


Angelico Leaf, and here the notorious Buubo Spore. She ate the spherical fungus in one bite, 
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gagged, nearly vomited. It was even worse than she had expected. But it should do the trick, if 
she’s learned anything from Barry about the alchemical control of bodily functions. And 
combined with her already-considerable Wiccan knowledge of the same, she could work an 
incredibly stupid miracle. Aha — some string. Nice. The speedmules were pensively clopping 


down the last stretch to the bottom. 


“WHAT IS YOUR PLAN?” Drip Dry yelled to San over the now-deafening battle-din. 


“YOU GOTTA THINK LIKE THE ENEMY. IF THEY WANT INFANTILISM, THEY 


GOT IT.” 


“WHAAAT?!” 


San began tying the string around the Angelico Leaves. One — two — three leaves — and 
three pieces of string. She leaned towards Drip Dry, tied the string around his head, so that the 
leaf hung under his violently-sniffing nose. “GOOD, YOU’RE THE HARD ONE TO TIE IT 
AROUND, WITH THAT HEADSHAPE,” she told the bewildered Drippy. Then she handed 
one to Marcel. “TIE IT UP UNDER YOUR NOSE,” she said, pointing to her nose and trusting 
to his intellectual faculties. She leaned into Pardoylios’ coachman-area and tied a string around 
his bewildered head, setting the Angelico Leaf right under his hairy nostrils. “THAT SMELLS 


NICE,” he said in surprise. 


San nodded. “AS SOON AS YOU SEE AN OPENING, JUST DRIVE LIKE HELL” 


Pard nodded with evident skepticism. 
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San climbed spider-like to the top of the carriage. She clung to the canvas of the roof 
with all four limbs. The fighting was going on close around them, oblivious to their presence — 


so far. Now was the time to act. San geared up — she geared up — she — 


“Why am I telling you this,” she asked Barry as she drained the rest of her smoothie. 


“What’s wrong?” 


“This is the most embarrassing moment of my career by-a-long-shot.” 


“San Wortle. I have never known you to be prudish. You say you consumed Buubo 


Spore? I can well-guess at what happens next.” 


“T mean, of course you can. But it’s not prudishness, it’s that I feel like I sank to their 


level.” 


“You had to do something. And all those Eo idiots do is hit each other with sticks all day 
and night. Why do you think taking positive action to solve a real navigational problem is at 


‘their level?’” 


“Tt’s the infantilism, Barry. The infantilism.” 


Barry looked at San without expression. 


“Tt has nothing to do with prudishness.” 


“Did you enjoy it?” 


Now it was San’s turn to give Barry an expressionless look. 


Barry returned the look. 
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San kept looking at Barry, expressionless. 


Barry kept returning the look. 


San kept looking at Barry, expressionless. 


Barry kept returning the look. 


San smiled. “You shoulda seen those assholes’ faces...” 


San got a good grip on the wagon, carefully gauging her body’s ph-levels. This would feel weird 
at first. She wished she had Angelico for the speedmules, but they would be fine, and there was 
no time to lose. She breathed in deeply through her nose and mouth, closed her eyes, and let out 
a mustard-colored cloud of gas from her rear-end with such force that it rocked the whole wagon 


as in a gale, causing the already nervous speedmules to bray loudly over the noise of battle. 


The effect took a moment, and it traveled outward from its base. Fighters turned, looks 
of revulsion on their faces, and then stampeded in the opposite direction, gradually forming a 
path for the wagon to travel through. Once they were conveniently well-out-of-the-way, they 


fainted. Soon there was enough space for the wagon to pick up some speed. 


“GO!! GO!! GO!! GO!!” San yelled down to Pard. 


He wasted no time. The speedmules only faltered for a moment before sensing that 
straight-ahead was their best and only option for a quick exit from all this. Before the wagon had 
left the Buubo Fart’s strongest radial layer of effect, San, gripping the roof even-more-tightly, let 
out a bigger and more forceful rear-end chemical cloud, this one tinted with the tones of hadean 


brimstone. It was like a thousand rotten eggs had just popped out of the devil’s asshole. With 
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the cart already in motion, the force of the blast added a boost of acceleration to the speedmules’ 
muscular canter. The path cleared faster than before. Now San was farting a larger, more 
powerful cloud, poisoning the air with sulfurous filth, causing an even faster acceleration to the 
speedmules’ full gallop, clearing the path even faster (and probably clearing a hole in the ozone- 
layer.) They must have been moving a solid ninety-five kilometers per hour and climbing, their 
path cleared for miles. San laughed maniacally. She was an unhallowed Moses parting a Red 
Sea of imbeciles. “I’M THE GOD,” she called out to the world-at-large. “I AM THE GOD!” 
She let loose an anal cloud that was quite literally rimmed with flames, rising into the 
atmosphere like a tourist blimp from the stygian abyss. If the blocky wagon went any faster, it 
would be damaged by the wind resistance. On either side of their path, unconscious fighters were 
mounded in a solid wall. A small flaming trail followed behind them. It was smooth sailing all 


the way through. 


The other side of the valley was significantly less populated by battles. Along with being 
farther from the Yolanda, it seemed that word had spread quickly, and most fighters had 
prudently cleared out before the chemical warfare apparatus arrived. Drip Dry and Marcel 
looked out the windows at the carnage left behind, their blessed under-nostril Angelico Leaves 
guarding them from unconsciousness. All across the plains, colorful mounds of costumed 
fighters lolled over one another. It was a bizarre parody of some obscure circle of hell, with 
semiconscious big-haired oafs in sweatpants staggering agonized through a landscape of dust and 
ruin, or leaning on their shillelagh to inspect the fallen like defective Dantes. Ahead, another 
winding road led up the ridge and, it was hoped, away from the Eo event and everything it stood 
for. San hopped back into the carriage as the speedmules began to decelerate in anticipation of 


the wall ahead of them. 
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“I’m gonna be lying down rather than sitting for a while now,” she said as she laid herself 
out on some cushions. “Just fair warning. I may take up a bit more space in the wagon than 


normal.” 


“Tf it’s hemorrhoids you’re worried about, Barry might have something for that in his 


sack,” said Drip Dry. “I’m sure he wouldn’t mind you taking some.” 


“Yeah, I’m afraid that might have to happen,” said San. “Even though I already just took 
a bunch of his good stuff. Everyone can take the herbs off their faces by the time we reach the 


top of the ridge.” 
“T like it,” said Marcel. “These things smell great!” 


“Don’t they? Listen. We can’t slow down too much. We just put a serious crimp in this 
year’s Eo. What I did back there is not an authorized strategy at all. If those clowns catch up 


with us, we’re really in the shit.” 


“T hardly think it likely,” said Drip Dry. “With our speedmules? Even in tired condition 


as I’m sure they’ Il be, they can outstrip almost any normal speedmule.” 


“True,” said San. “We just have to hope this is the last Eo spot, and word doesn’t get out. 


If we came upon another group like this, and they knew about us-“ 


“Oh come on,” said Marcel. “That battlefield had an endless supply of guys in costumes 


with sticks. There can’t possibly be that many more guys like that in this whole country...” 


The land was getting less dry. They saw a few buffalo grazing here-and-there. “Buffalo are 


pretty annoying,” San opined. “They can take up the whole plain and get in everybody’s way.” 
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But there was never too large of a herd. Long, tree-blanketed mountain ranges began to 
dominate the scenery. The leaves on the trees were really shifting into autumn this far north — 
specks and flecks of color among the slopes. One time, Tobias thought he saw a massive spurt 
of water and water-vapour fly into the air from a seemingly random point in the ground. The 
group viewed this with healthy skepticism. “Why would water just fly out of the ground all-of- 


a-sudden?” asked Drip Dry. 


“Tt’s easy to see things on a long coach-ride,” said Marcel. 


“T suppose you guys are right,” conceded Tobias. Then, in a bid to change the subject — 


“How are you feeling, San?” 


“Oh, don’t worry with me,” San said drearily. “I’m of no major interest. You don’t see 
holes in the ground go off very often. These days, on-the-other-hand, ever since I ate that Buubo 


Spore, my hole seems to be going off every five minutes!” 


The wagon erupted with hearty laughter, the contagion of which caused San to begin 
chuckling. “Watch out,” said Pard, “if I laugh much harder I won’t have control of these dang 


? 


speedmules!” In knee-slapping mirth, they rolled onwards, ever-unhesitant to head further down 


the road, audacious in the face of the unknown. 


“There was some more dumb stuff that happened, but I don’t want to try your patience when 
you’ve just gotten back. You should get some thousand-year-old ginseng. I made sure it was in 


stock. If you have it here, you’ll still get effects when you wake.” 
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“T’m fascinated by your stories, San,” said Barry, “but I won’t hesitate to take you up on 


the ginseng! Let me grab it and get right back to you.” 


Barry strolled over to the bar. The bartender was busily measuring components for some 
highly technical cocktail. “Long time no see,” he said, noticing Barry out of the corner of his 


eye as he mixed — a display of bartenderly perception. “Give me just a moment.” 


“Someone’s given you quite the assignment there, I see.” 


“Yeah. A bit of a challenge. Those guys always like to try and challenge me.” He 
distractedly pointed his facetendrils to two figures at the other end of the counter. Barry 


recognized them at once. One was Ronadd Dorkk. The other- 


“Does that red mantis guy come in here often?” Barry asked. 


“Who, Teezeeack? No, just every now-and-then. He’s an odd duck. There! I think I got 


it ” 


Dorkk and Teezeeack were smiling mischievously at Barry. Teezeeack nodded 


roguishly. 


Barry walked over in sync with the bartender. “Here you go, one Sagmatic Sizzler and 
one Donutty Tuufuorty. Tell me what ya think.” The bartender set the drinks down with the air 
of one who was washing his hands of the whole affair, whether he’d won or lost, but was still 
happy to humor critique. Seezeeack sipped his Donutty Tuufuorty. He gave it a moment. 


“Yeah. I’d say you hit all the important notes pretty well.” 


Dorkk sipped his Sagmatic Sizzler. “This is the most delicious drink I’ve ever tasted. 


You’re a genius.” 
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“T told you he was a good bartender.” 


“IT know you did. I just wasn’t focused on getting drinks when I came here before.” 


“Well well,” said Barry. “The dynamic duo. What a pair. The world isn’t ready.” 


“Weren’t you going to name your tag team ‘Dynamic Duo?’” asked Teezeeack. 


“Okay,” said Barry. “The fact that you know something like that is just scary.” 


Dorkk grinned widely. “He’s a huuuuuuge stalker.” 


Teezeeack rolled his eyes. “I told you, I like games. I’ve been a Barry fan from the 


beginning. Glad you made it back here, pal-o’-mine.” 


“Bartender,” Barry said to the bartender, “can I get a thousand-year-old-ginseng tea?” 


“T was hoping you’d say that, Barry,” the bartender said. He went to work. 


“An easy assignment,” said Teezeeack, “but a good choice.” 


“So Bare,” said Dorkk, “how have you been liking my saying — that nobody does a tarot 


reaching perfection?” 


“Tt’s so vague it could mean anything,” said Barry. 


“Like tarot,” said Teezeeack. 


“True,” said Barry. 


“Here’s the stuff,” said the bartender, sliding the cup over to Barry. “Drink up. It'll do 


ya good.” 
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Barry sipped. “In all seriousness, Dorkk, I couldn’t agree more. There is no doubt 
you’ve got it right. Nobody does a tarot reaching perfection. Because perfection is nothingness. 
‘Anything that exists, has two sides, and likely many more. Anything that doesn’t have at least 
two sides, doesn’t exist.’ This is something I know to be true. Every card in the tarot deck can 
be drawn right-side-up or up-side-down. For most listeners, ‘perfection’ in a tarot reading 
simply means accuracy in forecast. For instance, if you receive a Tower, card sixteen of the 
Major Arcana, whether upright or reverse, as your sole pull in a reading focused on general 
divination, and then embark upon a period of your life marked by unusual stability, the reading 
can be considered a failure. Of course, there are always relatively stable and relatively unstable 
aspects of any time in one’s life. If everything is going crazy around you, it’s likely that you’ll 
turn to more stable routines as a response, just as you might choose wilder pastimes when you 
consider your life lacking in excitement. But if you pull a Tower, and the world erupts in an 


utter conflagration, the reading can probably be considered a success — ‘perfect.’ 


“But this is only the surface level of ‘perfection.’ When we examine things more closely, 
we can see that anything that can be called truly ‘perfect,’ cannot have more than one side. How 
can there be another side, when the one side is perfect? What is the purpose, the meaning, to the 
phrase ‘up-side-down perfection’ or ‘right-side-up perfection’? There is no such thing. So, none 
of the seventy-eight cards of the tarot deck can be part of any equation that can be called 


‘perfect.’ 


“In fact, tarot divination is a game of chance. That’s the meaning to it.” 


Teezeeack closed his eyes. “Impeccable.” 


“What do you think, TZ?” asked Dorkk. 
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“T don’t get why you guys even talk about that kinda stuff. Weren’t tarot cards originally 


just playing cards and then some hucksters came along and claimed they were from ancient 


Egypt?” 


Barry and Dorkk nodded. “But that isn’t where their power comes from,” said Barry. 
“Tt’s the artist Pamela Coleman Smith, who illustrated the so-called ‘Rider-Waite deck,’ that’s 
responsible for tarot’s lasting power. All that other stuff is just nonsense. The deck is powerful 
because Smith knew how to illustrate a ceremonial card game with the right colors, linework, 
attitudes of the figures illustrated, and altogether proper use of harmonious artistic elements, so 
that the cards have the quality of transporting you into a dreamlike place. When viewed in a 


setting where that dreamlike quality is negated, the whole thing is just a joke.” 


“Ahhhh,” said Teezeeack. “So it’s actually an artistic thing masquerading as divination.” 


“No,” said Barry. “Divination is ‘an artistic thing,’ and ‘an artistic thing’ is divination.” 
> iry g, 


“Do you paint or something?” asked Dorkk. 


“From time-to-time,” said Barry. “And now, gentlemen, you’ll have to excuse me — I 
asked somebody to wait for me to get back, so I could keep hearing their stories. We should talk 


soon, I’m sure.” He strolled off. 


The pair watched him go. “I bet,” said Teezeeack, “that he just said all that stuff because 
he likes to paint. I mean, artists act like there are rules to art, but it’s really just whatever they 


wanna make up.” 


“Easy for you to say,” said Dorkk. 
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33. Rite of Passage 


The mountain pass was damnably narrow. Steep walls of rock rose on either side, putting the 
little wagon in deep shadow. “Mountain country,” said San. “It’s the worst. The terrain is 
always messing with you, tiring out the speedmules. Up and down. Down and up. Just when I 
thought the hemorrhoids were over. And this pass is giving me the heebie-jeebies. How much 


longer are we gonna be stuck in this narrow little corridor?” 


Tobias was squinting at a big map. “Not much, I don’t think.” 


Pard called back, “I got good news and bad news. Which ya want first?” 


“The good news,” said Marcel. “It doesn’t ever work if you get the bad news first.” 


“Hey, you broke the code! Oh well. The good news is that the pass widens out very 


soon-“ 


“Ts it blocked with rubble?” asked San. 


“No 9 


“Does it end in a cliff?” 


“No 9 


“Ts there a big war going on or some kinda conflict?” 


“No 9 


“A dragon?” 


“Pffft, no.” 
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“Some goons!” 


“Yeah.” 


“Oh man. I shoulda got that one first-try. What do they look like?” 


“A buncha guys in nice suits, with kusarigama. One of them has nice tits. Could be 
those down-south gangsters Tobias talks about. A buncha guys in ninja outfits, but they’re not 
camouflaged properly because they’re all bright colors. That’s gotta be Eo culters — they even 
have the sticks. Oh, and there’s Chuck and Buck Dazzlar from back in West Pueblos. Chuck is 
looking fine these days, I gotta tell ya. And it looks like the gangsters might have tommyguns, 


so we might be done for.” 


San began desperately rummaging through Barry’s alchemical supplies. ““Man-oh-man, 
if Barry hadn’t got all this stuff, I don’t even know. Here we go...” She pulled out a tan orb 


with small tan pods radiating out from it on thin filaments. ‘“Pard, stop the carriage.” 


“You got it.” The speedmules drew to a quick halt, snorting slightly. “They’re just 


looking at us. Biding their time, looks like.” 


San inspected the thing, turning it over in her hands. It was a Deadlilion, a potent 
psychoactive that, along with producing a powerful high, reliably caused ally to attack ally in the 
case of a violent confrontation. She began turning the sphere over and over, carefully, in her 
hands. Then, she held it up to the window. One after another, filaments started popping off the 
parent orb. Soon, the sphere was bare, and the filaments, with the small pods at the end of them, 
were wafting along on a sudden air-current that had invaded the still atmosphere of the pass 


bottom. 
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“T’ve successfully communicated with the plant,” said San, “even though its voice was 
hard to discern, after being cooped up in that bag for so long. It has agreed with me that the best 
thing for it to do is to float its pods over to where those guys are blocking the pass. Watch what 


happens.” 


San, Drip Dry, Tobias and Marcel all popped their heads out of the windows on either 
side of the cart. It was as Pard had said. The groups stood in attitudes of defiance, with arms 
crossed, hands on hips, heads tilted. Behind them, their wagons formed a solid blockade. At the 
head of the posse, Chuck, Buck, and a figure Tobias and Marcel identified as Neooiseaux 
Underworld Mobster Boris stood in anticipation. Chuck really did have succulent breasts — a 
fact which his modest blouse did little to hide. Boris’ hooters were pendulous, kept in check 


with a sweater despite the weather being not-at-all cold. 


Boris began to step forward. “Stalling aint’ gonna help yas, see? We’re here for 
payback. Time to get what’s coming to ya!” He slapped his hand on his upturned palm as he 


stepped forward. “Come over here and take it!” 


“We could go over there and give it to them,” muttered Tobias, “if they hadn’t brought 


guns.” 


The pods drifted ever closer to the blockade, unnoticed. “I better go out there,” said Drip 
Dry, “and do some yelling, to distract them. If they don’t get entertainment, they might get 


trigger-happy.” 


“Be REALLY careful,” said San. 
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Drip Dry stepped out, walking forwards slightly from the cart. “Now see here, fellows,” 
he said. “There’s no need for all this hoopla. We’re just travelling entertainers trying to make a 


buck or two. What’s with all the hullabaloo?” 


“Tell that damn witch who stole my wallet to get out here,” yelled Chuck hoarsely. 


“T don’t think I know who you’re talking about,” said Drip Dry. The pods were almost in 


bursting range now. 


“Yeahhhh, don’t try any’a thatz,” yelled Boris with a sneer. “On my cold dead Siberian 


Mawmawshka’s grave, I knowz the types of tricks — what’s that funny smell?” 


The pods were popping. Fragrant pollen exploded into the air, dusting everything. The 
onset was rapid. The tension of the three groups eased away considerably. The multicolored 
“ninja” began to dance around, wiggling their hips and swaying from-side-to-side to the rhythm 
of some jazzy number only they could hear. The mobsters had their faces scrunched up, 
chuckling at a joke none-else were privy to. Chuck unbuttoned the top button of his blouse, an 


airy expression on his chiseled face. Even Buck seemed to loosen up. 


“Oh no,” Boris was yelling. “Oh no you don’t. You an’ your cheap witch enchantments. 
Well not this time. Not this time. I’m gonna give it to ya’z. Like...” He charged at Chuck 


Dazzlar, let his fist fly directly into the giant’s left breast- “This!!” 


The breast rippled for a moment from the impact of the blow, causing Chuck’s open 
cleavage to flounce slightly. Chuck looked down at Boris with profound disdain. “And...” 
Undiscouraged, Boris struck Chuck’s other breast with just as hard a blow, causing a similar 
result- “-This! And...” Before Boris could take further action, Chuck grabbed his arm and lifted 


him bodily into the air with one hand. It was monstrous to behold. “Oh snap,” said Boris. 
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Chuck took his other hand and grabbed Boris’ crotch in an iron grasp that caused the little man to 
wince and let out an “AAAAAAUUUUUGGGHH!!!” sound. He then transferred the hand 
gripping Boris’ arm to his face, gripping and covering it with his mighty palm. Hoisting Boris 
aloft, Chuck began to spin on his own axis. His luscious breasts trailed behind the rest of his 
body slightly in a continuous sideways flounce as he picked up centrifugal force. San wondered 
that he didn’t cause his own balance to fail. But he managed to maintain it, and at top speed, he 


sent Boris flying into the crowd of color-coded “ninja.” 


This had the effect of causing immediate fighting to break out amongst that camp. Ninja- 
wannabe Eo cultists whipped shillelagh out of their sleeves and started whacking each other 
without rhyme or reason, making highpitched “Wooooaaaa” noises the while. “That aint’? how 
you mugs use venerable weaponry!” The mobsters soon joined in with their own, much more 


effective kusarigama attacks. Buck rushed into the fray, knocking goons over left and right. 


Chuck was now looking for Boris. The mobster had snuck through the crowd, crawled 
under a wagon and gone to the back, where his three boys with tommyguns waited. Chuck saw. 
“Boris, NO!” he yelled. It was impossible to tell what Boris and the tommygunners were saying. 
Suddenly, one of them opened fire on both Boris and his two peers, quickly dispatching them. 
Chuck dived for cover behind a rock near the cliff wall, hands over his head. The tommygunner 
stepped towards the fray, which still obliviously fought on, despite the rapidfire gunshots that 


had just rung-out. 


“Oh no,” said San. 


the gunner killed all of them. 


359 


San found herself in a white space. Everything all around was white. There was no floor, no 
constraints. From the far distance, she saw the demigod Finklin. He manifested himself directly 


into and through all of the space. Finklin became the space. 


“What is the meaning of this?” San asked. 


“T don’t know. We demigods wanted to live forever, so we did. Now we can only do 


what we can do. Try not to overthink things.” 


“T will overthink things,” said San. 


“Yes. Yes, I guess you will. Freedom is precious. You beat me.” 


“How can I deal with the guns? How?” 


There was a light, and a heat. “Don’t worry,” Finklin said, waving his arms, which 
spanned that white universe. “I’ll take care of the guns for right now. Just go do your workings. 
It’s an art. Everything worthwhile is an art, even if that’s hard to understand. Nobody said that 


understanding comes easy.” 


All of them, the confused gangsters, the dumb, innocent live action role players, Buck Dazzlar 
the great wrestler, Boris the fool, all of them lay dead-and-dying. Their lives bled out. Why 
does it happen this way? Tobias remembered the dying T Town wrestler at the exit of 
Neooiseaux, whose name he had long forgotten. Dying from the guns. The guns. Why did it 
happen this way? Why could such a paltry thing as a gun have power to take so many lives so 


quickly? Why must the cycle of violence always continue? 


Why can we not be sober? 
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The tommygunner looked absently at his handiwork. Like a mechanical being, a robot, a 
cyborg, registering no consequence. Had his mind been overloaded, or was it vacant to begin 


with? Such a question was forever beyond answer. He looked. 


As he was distracted, Chuck peered out from behind the rock. He saw the corpse of his 
brother. His face clouded, but though it was clear that his emotions were strong, overwhelming 
even, he kept them firmly in-check. He wrapped his arms around the big rock and pulled 
upward. The ground quaked. With a tectonic groan, the half of the rock below the surface came 
up, was wrenched free from the grip of the Earth. The gunner turned from his distraction and 
fired blindly, but his bullets ricocheted off stone, having no greater effect than to send small 
rock-chips flying. There was a clicking as the magazine ran out of ammunition. Chuck hoisted 
the rock and, muscles straining, veins bulging, he thrust it through the air. It obliterated the 


tommygunner’s head as it made contact, then crushed his body under its weight. 


Without pause, Chuck Dazzlar began moving bodies to the side - starting with that of his 
brother. He removed his own blouse, leaving him attired only in a sensible golden sports-bra. 
With a look of deepest-affection, he draped the garment over Buck Dazzlars’ eternally-staring 


face. Then he turned, and never viewed his brother again in the world of the living. 


Drip Dry Eyes approached Chuck Dazzlar where he worked, lining the corpses neatly to 
the side and out of the way of the path. He watched Chuck work for a moment, not wanting to 
break in on the silence of one who’d just lost the person he held most dear. “Chuck,” he finally 


started- 


“Drip Dry Eyes,” Chuck Dazzlar said, turning full-on to face him. “Please do not offer 


me condolences, or suggestions of any kind of remorse. I don’t know by what mechanism you 
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enchanted our group. That has no bearing. My brother was a combat professional, just as am I. 
When we chose to ride with a party carrying firearms, we knowingly assumed all risk. That is 
all. Buck Dazzlar knew what he was getting into, and he would never have expected any other 


kind of treatment from an adversary. 


“When Barry drugged me back in town, it wasn’t enough to break the spell of the Church 
of Yabadazzlar, even though I already knew it had falsely appropriated my god. They betrayed 
Yabadazzlar. And yet I followed them, not out of brainwashed delusion, but out of greed. Buck 
and I did horrible things, got our hands dirty in the name of corruption, listening only to one- 
another. Now that’s changed. I know you know it. It takes a shock, sometimes even a tragedy. 
Well I’ve had that, and I don’t need the institutions I allied myself with any longer. I’m 
liberated. It’s been too-long-coming, but I’m liberated. So let’s move these bodies and these 
carriages out of the way - we can loot whatever money or supplies you might want or need from 
the carts - and then let’s get to the Great Arenas. I’m leaving all this behind me — the sooner, the 


better.” 


Drip Dry smiled, his eyes big and watery. “It’s great to have you on board, Chuck 


Dazzlar.” 


San dreamt. 


It was the white space. All six of the demigods stood in a half-circle. There was Finklin, 
Fidge, Surforeous, horse-faced Yuut, bald Kile, and Bicco. They stood around with their eyes 
closed, not realizing San was there. They existed in an inhuman world, a world of pure pleasure, 


and San realized that they were superstars in their own minds. They didn’t really understand 
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how humans viewed them. They didn’t understand much of anything. They had started out as 
local celebrities and climbed up the social ladder. Who were they, really? What made them 
more qualified to be demigods than anyone else? Just that they were really strong? Every time 
she had heard some story about a demigods’ supposed “cunning,” it was so stupid that she had to 
assume their agents had just made it up. Like, there was no actual example of any demigod 


being smart, ever. 


They stood there, eyes closed. And they hummed, softly, deeply, monophonically. San 
quickly realized that somebody — probably an agent or some yes-man — had told them that 


humans liked humming. 


They hummed. And San turned away and went elsewhere. And she saw an amazing 
dawn. It cut through the white space like a knife, liberating it of its subtly oppressive 
“metaphysical” feel. Cascades of colors, cycling through gradients from gold to fire and back, 
flooded through the dawn space, creating an amazing new warmth, an amazing exhilaration that 
transformed the white space little-by-little into something much greater. The rays reached to the 
demigods, and immediately the theatricality, the mask-wearing phoniness of these old gods was 
exposed — and negated. They stood sheepish in that healthy light that was something so much 
greater than they could ever be — yet helped make them a part of it. Saints be praised! Was this 
what Clean Living was like? San knew it was, and more. Soon, through all the madness, there 
would be new horizons, new possibilities. She would not have to be dealing with the same 


nonsense forever. They were about to crack things wide open... 


“T really believe that dream,” she told Barry now, as they lounged around at Club Bizarre. 


363 


“T know it,” said Barry. “Let’s crack the space wide open. The demigods have done 
good things in the past. But even the greatest must retire one day, may their rest be respectful 


and satisfying. We have new ways to forge, and none will see it coming.” 


“Yes. It’s hard to be patient. But we have to be more disciplined in how we go about 


things now, than we’ve ever been before.” 


“So true. I believe we have plenty of dreamtime left, and this is all of tremendous value 


to me, if you have the patience to keep telling.” 


“There’s not too much more to tell of the voyage. We had a painfully boring trek after 
the incident in the pass, going through endless fields of potato and corn, as well as desolate 
plains like you’ve likely seen. Chuck Dazzlar was mostly silent, but all-in-all he wasn’t bad 
company. He never changed out of that sports-bra, which is kinda like his new uniform. Every 
tavern we visited was painfully bad — barebones establishments with dirt-basic food cooked by 
squareheads - and there were few enough of those. We never saw sign of the furtive tribes of the 
area, save a few carved rocks with strange skeletal processions on them — perhaps a sign of the 


tribe’s religious practices.” 


Barry shuddered. 


“Anyway, we went on and on, and just as we were losing hope that we would ever get 
past that miserable land, we started seeing more saloons. Still pretty lame ones, mind you, but it 
was clear we were closing in on some kind of hub. And it didn’t take much questioning to 
discover that all the development around that area was the result of proximity to the Great Lakes, 


and their Great Arenas. 
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“And something else became quickly clear. Jazzy Jayhawk was very much in residence, 
performing consistently in the legendary Central Arena on Mackinac Island. Some unknown 
impetus had caused him to temporarily cease his constant wandering and focus-in on his 
wrastlin’. And even by his already-impossible wrestling standards, he had been killing it. The 


feeling was that he couldn’t possibly be beat.” 


34. The Pugilistic Period 


Now, the wagon was in a massive line of traffic. Every sort of traveler seemed drawn to the 
Great Lakes, from wealthy holiday-makers with highfalutin’ tricked-out carriages, to working 
families going on the once-in-a-lifetime trip they’d scrimped and scraped for. Tobias looked out 
the window again. To the sided, more road and grey plains. To the back, the traffic-line 


stretched. 


In front, more-and-more visible, a sight like none of them had ever seen. The plains 
abruptly ended, and a city of glass and chrome began. “GREAT LAKES WELCOMES YOU!” 
flashed in enormous neon lights. The structures looked like great metal skyships. Flanges 
plentifully stuck out, as did broad curves swooping majestically down imposing architectural 
lengths. A cool metallic sheen blanketed every surface, speaking of a vague, promising, 


threatening, breathtaking future — a promise that tantalized by its vagueness. 


Tobias wasn’t tantalized. What sort of doubledealing was this? A cold breeze blew, and 
it chilled Tobias to the bone. It was the breeze of a future eternally in-reserve. And Tobias 


didn’t like it. It chilled his heart. He longed for the warmth of his T Town kitchen. 
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“Quite a project,” San commented. “Where everything’s shiny, you can bet that’s where 


all the creds are at.” 


“Too many,” said Drip Dry. “And where all the creds are at, you can bet that’s where all 
the rats are at — literal-and-figurative. Marcel, you won’t have trouble gaining intel. The 
underground network of Great Arenas City is complex, a perfect place for rats. As to getting in, 
we should have no trouble getting into the prelims quick, on the strength of my name- 


recognition. They won’t know what hit ‘em.” 


The line shuffled forward. Then, the carriage got its big break. “We’re changing lanes,” 
said Pard- “look out!” Cussing followed the group as Pard shifted the speedmules heavily to the 
right, dodging fellow-travelers by the skin-of-the-teeth. Before even entering the city, there was 


an exit leading to a “contest entrants only” road. But even here, some traffic persisted. 


At last, they came to a large, drab facility surrounded by a horde of bored wrestlers. A 
strong, sharp wind was now blowing from out of the avenues of the city, like a voiceless cry 
from some past age, like the needle-torments of lonesome and long-forgotten memories. It came 
rushing and swirling out of those glass-and-chrome corridors as from the maw of some tortured 
alien lifeform with a too-human soul. And it was a feeling which horrified the party, an emotion 


they’d never known, subtly stripping their innocence from them. 


“Be prepared,” said Drip Dry. “There’s a reason they call it ‘the Windy Conclave.’” 


“TAKE A NUMBER,” a man screamed from a desk. The group stepped forward, took 
numbers. A few wrestlers turned around, recognizing Drip Dry Eyes, - then quickly turned back 


to their sullen musings of ambition, lost in self-absorption. And the terrible structures of the 
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Great Arenas City, a city built on wrestling and mighty acts, loomed, closer than ever. Too 


close. Too close. What crazed dreams did the inhabitants of these elusive edifices harbor? 


Pardoylios came from taking care of the speedmules, grabbed his number — “Marcel is 


watching the cart.” 


“Great,” said Drip Dry. “If we don’t all make it today,” he explained, “Someone will 
have to come back tomorrow, and will be behind the rest. That’s a real possibility... we’re 


bound to get something a little more challenging than the average group. Be on guard.” 


The line slowly shuffled along, and after an eternity of waiting, the group found 
themselves finally inside, in a wide, sterile reception area. This was the pressure cooker. Soon 
the excess fat would be melted-and-drained, and unfulfilled schemes and dreams would molder 
in the Great Lakes soil. The mass of competitors perfumed the crowded space with clouds of 
perspiration and anticipation. Neat little lackeys rushed about, making sure everyone was in 


their proper place. The group was recognized, and whisked to a “returning wrestlers” area. 


A small portly man sat behind a counter, arguing with two luchador-esque figures 
dressed in a vampiric fashion. They gesticulated wildly at the imperturbable official, evidently 
indignant over some real-or-imagined slight. Finally, they stormed off with an attitude, strutting 
around in an arrogant manner they had probably been told at-some-point was “masculine.” one 
of them recognized Drip Dry, bumped him slightly as he passed, his fanged teeth bared slightly 


in a flamboyantly “confident” grin. “Next,” the weary official called out. The group stepped up. 


“Mr. Eyes, I see, and you’ve brought Chuck Dazzlar. Is Buck anywhere...?” 


“He’s dead,” said Chuck. 
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“Oh. Isee. My condolences. I’m sorry that you gentlemen have to undergo-“ 


“We don’t want any preferential treatment,” said Drip Dry. “Your position is not in 
jeopardy. Just see to it that if we make it through, we can room together — we have another 


friend with us, he’s out watching our carriage — and that we get the same shot as everyone else.” 


“Yes, of course. And if you all qualify, you can train together as well. There may be an 


additional living expense for bringing extra friends-“ 


“Tt’s not an issue, within reason.” 


“Good. We’ll see to it that you get matches soon. Right this way, please.” 


They were led out of a small backdoor, and into a symphony of surveilled try-outs. A 
massive hangar-like space contained a full nine wrestling rings, evenly-spaced across the area. 
Above, holocameras were strategically nested to catch all the action — along the west wall near 
the high ceiling, looming observation windows of one-way glass protruded. The sounds of 
combat were mad, desperate — thrilling. “You’re at this ring,” a hurried lackey said, pointing the 
group to the central ring, before hurrying away. Another lackey came forward. “You, you, 


you’re up. Get in the ring.” 


It was a tag match with Drip Dry and Tobias. Tobias saw out of the corner of his eye that 
Pardoylios was being moved to another ring. “Look,” he pointed to Drip Dry. “They’ve got him 


fighting that huge guy.” 


“Okay,” said Drip Dry in approval of the matchup. It seemed Pard would match his 


might against an absolute mountain. Drip Dry turned. The vampiric luchadores were getting 
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crabbily into the other side of the arena. “Looks like we’ve got these darlings,” he said. ““Watch 


out. They look pretty tough.” 


A pinstriped ref walked out, yammered some rules. “It’s a three-count,” he concluded 


hurriedly. “GO!” He brought his arm down, and it was off-to-the-races. 


The vampiro had the classic tag-team pairing of a tall guy and a stocky guy. The tall guy 
rushed aggressively at Drip Dry. Tobias circled around towards the stocky guy, and they were 
soon trading blows. Meanwhile, Drip Dry brought the tall guy to grips, locking fingers with him 
tightly. It was time to test his revitalized muscle. The vampiro had impressive strength. Drip 
Dry was genuinely confident in his future — this was a guy who had trained hard, perhaps 
mercilessly, to be here, and it was the kind of discipline that didn’t just go away, didn’t just give 
in to discouragement. Drip Dry could tell all that, just from a moment of grappling. This guys’ 
grip had doubtless brough many a strong man down, who knew under what sordid circumstances 
— the vampiro had a face drawn and weary from its own wickedness. The strength-testing 
continued, and the wells of energized brawn this beast-of-the-night called upon seemed 
supernaturally deep. Drip Dry could not get an easy avenue to bringing this guy down — he 
doubted anybody could. Eventually, however, the laws of physics and biology took over, and 
Drip Dry began to twist and turn the hands of the vampiro. The ref, in an unguarded moment, 
audibly gasped when he saw this — evidently, this fellow, and his might, was not unknown 


around here. 


Meanwhile, Tobias was getting the worst of a vicious pummeling-contest. This brutes’ 
attacks were like the batterings of a midnight-black bull, ramming without cease. Tobias was 
ashamed to note that he already felt slightly faint. In a moment of desperate inspiration, he 


slammed his forehead into the nose of the vampiro. The fellow was caught completely offguard. 
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He floundered, and Tobias utilized everything he’d learned on this crazy trip. In that brief 
moment, he circled around his foe, grabbed him by both butt-cheeks and hoisted him over the 


ropes, to drop helplessly onto the hard ground outside the ring. 


“You're not back in in twenty, you’re out!” yelled an official on the sidelines. 


Now fully awake and energized like a raging bull, the vampiro scrambled to get back in 
the ring. He was met with kicks from Tobias. Deftly, he grabbed Tobias’ leg, began to pull 
mightily. Tobias gripped the bottom rope, put up a worthy resistance, raining blows downwards 
at every opportunity. But the vampiro was much too tough to be loosened with such tactics. Yet 
nor could Tobias’ grip on the rope be loosened. The vampiro gathered his might, and pulled. He 
pulled like the grim vortex at Hades’ heart. And Tobias was stretched full-length. Still, he 


would not let go of the rope. Muscle Beach, Tobias thought, J owe you everything. 


Drip Dry was twisting the arms of his grappling-partner, whose wide, unbelieving eyes 
made it clear that this was an experience he’d never had before. “There’s a first time for 
everything, bud,” Drip Dry said aloud, licking his lips with gusto. “Aint’ there?” In response, 
the balefire that burned in the heart of the gaze of that vampiro withered the souls of a thousand 
angel-worlds. His pupils belched miasmal flame that thrust open the thin gates to the 
helldimensions. He frowned. That vampiro was not a happy camper about getting his strength 


bested. 


But Drip Dry wasn’t finished. He’d only begun. With a powerful flexing of every 
muscled, he shot his foot straight-out into his opponents’ belly. The vampiro gritted his teeth, 
and for an amazing moment, he refused to buckle. But again, biology and physics took over, and 


his muscles buckled despite his iron will, taking him to-his-knees with them. The ref motioned — 
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no hitting the creature of darkness while he was down. Drip Dry complied, instead jumping up 


onto the cornerpost. 


The twenty seconds were almost up. Tobias’ foe released his grip, ran to the side as 
Tobias scrambled back into the ring. His foe would be in as well, before he could be stopped. 
Tobias quickly saw the other vampiro on his knees, struggling in a match of will-vs.-body to get 
up. He saw Drip Dry on the cornerpost, pointing at the downed wrestler and nodding. This was 


it. This was go-time. 


Tobias rushed to the wrestler, pushed him, trying to get him down on his back. The 
stocky vampiro reentered the ring. What was this? This guy was just out there, unprotected! 
Where was the guy who had brought his ally down in the first place? Why hadn’t he tried 
finishing the job? These guys were all over the place. Almost laughing to himself, he charged 


forward, aiming for Tobias’ unguarded back. 


Drip Dry stood on the cornerpost with the grace of aswan. And he leapt. He took flight. 
And he alighted briefly on the shoulders of the stocky vampiro, taking the rushing warriors’ head 
in his feet with a pincerlike motion. Then, without pause, he alighted again. And he took the 
vampiro into the air with him. He lifted the weighty warrior’s entire bulk with his pincered feet, 
without losing a bit of grace or speed. But that wasn’t the end of it. As the confused vampiro 
kicked his legs in the air, Drip Dry executed a swan-graceful aerial backflip. And as he flipped, 
his feet flung his prey high up, over the ropes, and far out of the ring. Like a cruise-missile of 
darkness and brawn, the warrior spun helplessly, at last landing heavily on a folding table where 
ringside officials evacuated themselves rapidly. Particle-board, clipboards-with-paper, lead 
pencils and paper cups with hot coffee where destroyed and/or scattered as the one-man 


unintentional wrecking crew landed heavily in the newly-wrecked wreckage, giving salutations 
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to the sandman, whose presence he had hastily been borne into. Out cold. This gothic clown 


was not getting back up anytime soon. 


The tall vampire writhed around, certain that he could easily buck off this insolent little 
amateur if only Drip Dry Eyes hadn’t tenderized him first. But it was just a three-count, and the 
little bastard was strong, if nothing else. On his back, helpless, he ruefully heard the ref count 
down. If it was a ten count, he might have drawn it out. But with his abs almost staved in, and 
his hands like clumps of ground meat, the vampiro knew as well as the ref that he wasn’t getting 


up in three. They would have to rest up, heal up and come back tomorrow. 


“Fantastic fight, devil,” the goody-two-shoes Drip Dry Eyes said courteously from 


somewhere above him. 


“Damn... clean bastards... good fight... I admit it,” was all Vampiro Stan could get out. 


“You’ve got a good future ahead of you,” the shiny little celebrity Mr. Eyes continued at 


Stan. “I hope you’ll take my advice. Don’t get too much into that dark stuff. It can take over.” 


Stan scowled in resentment. But through the anger, he knew that defeats like this were 


more valuable than a thousand normal victories. 


The ring was wiped down rapidly, another table brought out to replace the casualty. Across the 
way, Pard was performing a “Central Plains Stampede,” lifting his giant opponent and ramming 
him into each cornerpost consecutively. Soon, he rejoined the group. “He was big,” Pard 
explained, “but he had no technique. I’m a little worried - I got the easy fight, does that mean 


people think I suck?” 
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“You, you, up there,” a lackey said, pointing to San, Chuck, and the ring. 


“How ironic,” Chuck chuckled. “Here I am fighting alongside the witch who stole my 


wallet.” 


“If you were even half a gentleman,” San said coolly, “you’d have some respect for the 


universal law of ‘Finders keepers, losers weepers.’” 


“Hahaha, very funny,” said Chuck sarcastically. 


“We gave you your damn money back,” pointed out San. 


“T know, I was just-“ 


“Oh shut your damn mouth already. Let’s stay focused. Looks like we’ve got the coolest 


fight. And the worst possible time for it, the qualifiers...” 


San was correct. They were arrayed against the strongest opponents, apart from Drip 
Dry, of the qualifiers of the day, another powerhouse tag team combo that was easily the match 
of the Royal Dazzlars at their best. It was none other than Dino Climax, an up-and-coming ticket 


that just happened to be going through the formalities of qualifications on the same day. 


Tuff Rex was the showman. A big, fast tyrannosaurus rex who represented the “old 
school” of macho dinosaurs who didn’t take beef from anybody, she’d shaved off most of her 
feathers to cultivate a more rugged look. But that wasn’t what really stood out about Tuff. Most 
tyranos still sported the scrawny little arms of their ancestors, maintaining it was a link to their 
heritage. Asking questions about it could lead to problems. But Tuff didn’t have this hangup, 
and she’d built up her arms until they were some of the most impressive guns in the industry. 


Combined with her other natural advantages — size, strength, speed, intelligence - they made her 
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a force to be reckoned with. She now leaned against the ropes with a cool scowl, a shock of grey 
feathers sticking out the top of her head, her brawny arms folded over her scaly chest. Her bulky 


tyrano-toes tapped impatiently. “Tuff Rex has a long future in the industry,” Chuck whispered. 


The other side of the tag team was smaller, but no less powerful. Velocigrappler was 
quickly gaining fame for his ability to bring down tried-and-true pros twice his size through 
submission-holds. An agile dino, his beefy arms were even more incongruous with the rest of 
his body than those of Rex - but not because his was a body lacking in muscle. His feathers were 
neatly, almost conservatively preened. He now stretched, flexing his tendons, in a lithe and 
graceful display of power. “He’s fast,” said Chuck. “If anything he might become even more 
dangerous than Tuff. Pll go after him — you don’t want to face Velocigrappler if you’re not 
familiar with his tricks. You focus on trying to take down Tuff Rex — she’s a powerhouse, but if 


anyone can humble her, it’s a superpowered musclewitch.” 


“I’m surprised at your level of sense,” said San. She handed her smock-frock over the 


ropes to Drip Dry. Drip Dry looked at a nearby official, who nodded consent. 


The ref gave them the same hasty rules-spiel. “It’s a three count. GO!” He stepped 
away quick-as-a-flash. Dino Climax immediately charged like a stampede, intent on shocking 
their opponents with their raw aggression. Chuck tried for a lariat, but Velocigrappler slid right 
under his arm. Immediately the dinodemon scampered up the golden warrior’s back and, 
functionally-didactylic feet clawing into his flesh, locked the long fingers of his might hands in 
front of Chuck’s face, pulling back in a... crossface hold? Then, Velocigrappler wrapped his 
right leg around Chuck’s arm, while keeping his left leg firmly pressed against the back. It 
shouldn’t have worked at all. It made no sense. It wasn’t right, and Chuck should have been 


able to just pop right out of it. There wasn’t the right leverage to do a crossface hold properly, 
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the arm wasn’t locked in the right way. It was absurd. Yet somehow, it not only worked, but 
brought Chuck excruciating pain. This dino was a master of pain application, making the 
impossible possible. He must have studied the human physiology tirelessly. Chuck didn’t even 


understand the principle behind the move. But he felt like he would pass out. 


San flew at Tuff Rex elbow-first. The hard elbow met Tuff’s blocking arms in a blow 
that caused Tuff to wince momentarily, but did no lasting damage. San aimed a lunging straight 
punch under Tuff’s arms, but the dino stepped back. San ran back, leaned against the ropes, and 
rocketed forward in a dropkick with the power of a freight-train. Tuff easily saw it coming, but 
the dino’s size prevented her from easily dodging, and the impact staggered her. San got back up 
quickly, ran forward with another lunging elbow. In the nick of time, Tuff Rex moved sideways 
to pull San off-balance with her own momentum. As San kept running wildly past, Tuff 
followed right after her with a mighty elbow of her own, hitting San in the back and causing her 


to drop. 


Pulling himself together, Chuck charged madly for the corner post, Velocigrappler-first. 
The dino dodgerolled out from under just before he was made into a raptor sandwich, causing 
Chuck to slam into the post back-first, striking where functionally-didactylic feet had lacerated 
him only a moment before - adding to his already-considerable pain. Chuck groaned, clutched 
himself. Now Velocigrappler was sizing him up, choosing his next attack. Chuck made a show 


of the pain, trying to seem helpless so-as to buy himself time. Then, he paused, looked up. 


Velocigrappler was laughing quietly to himself. 


“Mind telling me what’s so funny, shithead?” Chuck asked. 
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Velocigrappler continued to chuckle quietly, his chest rocking back-and-forth slightly 


with mirth. 


“HEY!” Calm down, Chuck told himself. He’s got you right where he wants you. He 
tried to calm down. He was calming down. Nope. He was failing. The muscles of his hands 
tensed to the last nerve-ending. “Can you let the rest of US WHAT YOU THINK IS SO GOD 


DAMN FUNNY.” 


Velocigrappler sent Chuck a look of sheer blithe insouciance. “Oh don’t act like you 
don’t know. Little Chucky Dazzlar. What a face. You’re gonna try to be a face. He was always 
such a good boy. Always goes to church! Your brother is dead.” Velocigrappler bent over 
slightly from a spasm of the giggles. “Because... guffaw- because of all those crooked deals. It 
was gonna happen. And now that Buck the Cluck is gone, we have to be so gentle with this 


pwescious littwe angel, Chuck Dazzlar. Aww, howwww pwescious. 


“Get in on that babyface action! Put on another mask, Chuck. Go for it. You’re a fraud. 
Just like your brother and your whole gangster-fraud family. I hear faces are making all the 
money. That’s all you care about. Problem is, you don’t have what it takes to keep up with 
wrestling. You come in here in your little golden underwear and your nasty pitted-out golden 
sportsbra, and you think that you can compete with the big dogs? You’re a poodle Chuck. 
“CHUCK THE CUCK.’ You can’t even make the grade. Without your deadbeat brother and 
crooked family and dirty church-money, and all the gaudy showmanship you fart outta your 


stinking nasty-tittied ass, you’re nothing but hype. Nothing.” 


Chuck breathed deeply. Now he was getting a hold on his emotions. Velocigrappler had 


gone too far, making Chuck come out the other side. He was resolved to get a mammectomy — 
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he had begun to appreciate his new puppies, even if they were gained in traumatic circumstances, 
but they were taking over his identity. He would miss them, but he needed a break from the 
constant comments. He also resolved, with even greater firmness, to take down Velocigrappler. 


This little turd had almost gotten him. And it was wildly unprofessional. 


This couldn’t continue. Velocigrappler had to go down. 


Tuff Rex was rushing into an elbow-drop, bearing down directly onto San’s exposed 
back. In the blink of an eye, San forced her protesting muscles to dodgeroll out of the way, 
causing Tuff to let out a short yell as she slammed her elbow against the mat. Now, San did her 
trademark levitation — flying above the ring in a psychological tactic that also bought time. 
“That counts as ring-out,” the ref yelled up. “If you’re not down in twenty, you’re outta here.” 
Tuff jumped and reached, barely missing San’s foot. Suddenly, San noticed that Velocigrappler, 
on the other side of the ring, was busily taunting Chuck in what sounded like a pretty vicious 
manner. Taunters were the lowest scum. Now Chuck was striding purposefully towards 
Velocigrappler. The dino was responding by eagerly circling the angered prettyboy. Swooping 
almost faster than the eye could follow, San clipped Velocigrappler’s head with her foot before 


alighting on the ropes. The dino turned for a split second, gearing for an attack from behind. 


It was the mistake of a split-second. But it was more than enough. Chuck stepped in. 
Then, as velocigrappler turned back to react, Chuck’s skin began to glow red like a hydrogen- 
bomb sunset, and he brought his giant right arm back. Velocigrappler had time to gulp. Chuck 
stepped forward once more, and his fist moved through the space between it and 
Velocigrappler’s face like the meteor that will end the world. It was an extinction event for the 
dino’s ability to remain on his feet and conscious. The right hook made contact at the jaw. 


There was an explosion of displaced air as Velocigrappler flew back, sliding across the mat and 
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underneath the ropes, flopping out of the ring. He could go taunt the sandman if he wanted to. 


Goodnight. 


Tuff Rex rushed towards the open target of Chuck Dazzlar. San flew through the air with 
a small unconscious cackle. Landing on the back of the big dino’s head, she covered her eyes. 
Tuff reached to dislodge the interloper. Seizing the opportunity, Chuck circled around and 
heavily shoved Tuff onto her belly. As tough’s arms groped for San, he sat on the dino’s back 
and pulled up on her leg. Grabbing the ankle with the crook of this mighty arms, he twisted. 


And twisted. And twisted. 


Tuff Rex tapped out. 


Chuck and San got up off the prone dino and shook hands. “Amazing teamwork,” San 


said. “That right hook was like something out of this world.” 


Chuck nodded. And then the tears started. And they flowed. 


And they just kept flowing. 


35. Barry Unwashed to See You 


“And they just kept flowing.” 


San sat, silent, thinking. Remembering. She toyed with her empty smoothie glass 
absentmindedly. An ambient duo from Rigel, shadowlike octopoidal dwarfs, had set up and was 
spinning some chillout to set a peaceful mood for the end of the evening. “Those tears. He had a 


lot of that stored up in him.” 
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“Poor man,” said Barry. “Even though the circumstances may have necessitated it at-the- 


time, I still want to apologize for projectile-shitting big booby poison all over his face.” 


“He understands he had it coming. I think he really is growing as a person. But it’s hard 


to tell by-how-much. People are fickle.” 


“How have things gone since?” 


“Fighting. That’s how it’s gone. There’s a lot I could tell, and most of it is just listing 
off the bland details of another generic fight. Suffice to say, even Pard has been mopping the 
floor with his opponents. The competition in wrestling is tougher and better than ever, but 
between your fungus muscle-powder, the rare insights we gained from only a week of training at 
Muscle Beach, the valuable combat experience of the trip in general, plus the expertise Drippy is 
able to share with the rest of us — man, even Chuck, who tries to act like Mr. Super Pro, has been 
blown away by how energized Drip Dry is these days. There’s gossip that higher-ups around 
Great Arenas City have been overheard talking about an “Eyes vs. Jayhawk” ticket, and how can 
you not believe it — the consensus is that, even though “the Drip Dry Eyes group” practically just 
got here by Great Arenas standards, there’s hardly anybody else around that can offer Jayhawk a 
worthy challenge. Money would be on Jayhawk, of course, but I’ve heard that visits to the 
Central Arena have dipped slightly, because people are less interested in watching Jayhawk just 
beat up on everybody, with no serious risk. The thought of Drippy getting a single ‘Hot Dog 


Smasher’ in on the legend is enough to send promoters into a frenzy.” 


“Drip Dry is capable of anything. If anyone can beat Jayhawk, he can. Between your 
overall power level, and Drip Dry’s wrestling ability, I’m more-than-ever conscious of being a 


humble mycologist.” 
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“T’m sorry, but I can’t get into this frame of mind with you. It was never about the power 
or the skill, Barry. It’s the knowledge. The knowledge. We have an important mission to 


accomplish, opening people’s minds, and the rest is just kidstuff— a means to an end.” 


“Your dedication is a breath-of-fresh-air, San. So-then, you’ve mostly just been 


fighting.” 


“T came here excited to check things out, but I can’t tell you how tired I am after two 
weeks of punching dumb lugs in the face. My “Atlantic Coast Crab” submission hold is so 
down-pat that I’m afraid I'll accidentally turn somebody into a crab. After this, I’m taking a 
complete hiatus from wrastlin’ for at least a couple-months. Accommodations are fine, we’re in 
a hotel downtown and they have good training facilities, not that we hardly have time to use 
them. The saloons suck my ass, but what do you expect from a town with an economy built 


around fight tourism? 


“But I won’t bore you with that, because you’re gonna be here pretty soon and seeing it 
all for yourself. What you probably really want to know about is how Marcel is doing with his 
little mouse friends. And the ratwalker is paying dividends. Finding an actual pestwalker is 
easily your greatest achievement, not-even-a-joke. Those little rodent bastards know everything, 
and they sure won’t listen to me. But Marcel’s got them marching lockstep through every 
subterranean nook-and-cranny, reporting back to him at a snap of his skinny little whiteboy 
fingers. And in Great Arenas City, it turns out, subterranean is the name-of-the-game. There’s a 
world down there. If we don’t see you by tomorrow night, I'll make sure Marcel is here at the 
club. I wish we had time to talk about it now — I feel kinda dumb for putting it off in favor of 


telling you all that stupid stuff about our journey.” 
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“Tt’s all hugely valuable to me. You’re right. It’s almost ‘last call’ here at the Club. We 


should be going. I’m getting to you as soon as possible, never-you-mind...” 


“T know it. And as much of a pleasure as it is to work together, I got a really good feeling 


that this little ice-cream social is about to be busted wide-open... If you know what I mean...” 


What I mean... What I mean... I mean... Ean. 


Barry got up from under the tree. Ants were crawling all over him — he brushed them off 
absentmindedly. He walked. He was in a little wood on the edge of a drab, dried-out plain. He 
rummaged in his pockets. The mushroom he didn’t finish at dinner was still pretty good. He 
took a bite out of it. Breakfast? Breakfast. Scarfing the shroom, Barry set out across the barren 


plain. 


By mid-afternoon, he could just make it out — a shiny point on the horizon. Barry increased his 
gait. Lunch? There was hardly anything around here that was edible — a dry, barren land — and 
he would be in the hotel before long. He rifled around in his pockets. Yes. That last bit of 
sundried meatant meat. Barry began the slow process of masticating it, letting his saliva 
tenderize it — not hurrying, so as not to waste energy. Let that nasty rubbery shit melt down in 
your mouth, then chew when it was good-and-ready to be chewed. A smell like wet leather 
filled his nostrils. That was the smell of vital vitamins and minerals. With no more food 


weighing him down, Barry strode the barren miles. 
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After an hour, he saw a road — one that, judging by his geography-knowledge fortified 
with San’s descriptions of last night, was surely headed to the Great Arenas. Heaving a sigh of 
relief, he drained the last of his canteen, allowing the meat to finally get down his gullet. A 
family was letting their speedmules drink from a watering hole. One boy, one girl, Mom, Dad, 
and a little dog. Thankfully, the dog was old and stupid, and couldn’t even smell the 
approaching stranger. Barry quickly stowed in the back, hiding with the luggage. Would they 
come get something and discover him? They didn’t. The father yoked the speedmules back up 
and started the drive towards the number-one-best-vacation-ever. This was riding in style. Zero 


energy expenditure. Pure luxury. Barry let himself truly relax. 


The drab plains went by, and the children chattered. Barry felt their discomfort, their 
boredom, their warmth. He felt their love. For family, one would do anything. Barry watched 
the bland scenery and he was overcome by memories and emotions. For family. Family. 


Family. He saw the blandness. He felt the memories. He rode. 


He rode. 


And in a carriage filled with love, Barry finally knew how alone he really was. 


And he knew he had to fight. He had to fight for family. Because family was everything. 


In the back of that cart, where Barry was stowed like a filthy hobo, Barry finally understood. 


All this time, I’ve been so contemptful of the lumpenproletariat. Here I am uninvited on 
the back of someone else’s carriage. How could I not see it? Everything is projection, 
everything is family, everything is US. It’s all us. And I could dodge around and say it’s just 


circumstance. It is. It’s true. It’s just circumstance that I’m in a situation that befits my 
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character so unusually well. I pride myself on noticing details about others, and I’ve been the 


sterling example of a lumpenproletariat this whole time. 


Early evening, and traffic was brutal. The carriage came to a standstill. Perfect timing. Barry 
snuck out the back, waving casually to the coachman of the richly-appointed carriage behind. 

He walked. Ahead, not so far at all now, were the buildings of Great Arenas City, the GAC, city 
of many names — the Windy Conclave, the Pain Institutes, the Rat Ballet, Arenaville, Slam City, 
Jamstown, the Squared Circle Habitat, the Mistake by the Lake, City of Yesterday’s Tomorrows. 
The GAC. The syllable rang in Barry’s ears like destiny. Here was a city so profound, so aloof, 
so alone and desolate and yet brimming with possibilities and strange secrets, that it felt like a 
brother to him. He walked, and he felt himself glide almost, as the weight of years was lifted off 


him. He felt... 


He shuddered. He felt like that skeletal flautist. 


Barry finally made it to the perimeter of the GAC. The ground went from desolate dried grass to 
desolate dried pavement in a surgically straight line. He stepped into the mean streets of the 
GAC like they were just another forest. Thanks to last night at Club Bizarre, he had a good idea 
where the hotel was. It would be a little walking. Getting some real food and a bath would be 
important to prevent him from being mistaken for a criminal and thrown in the slammer — he 
looked like a lifelong hobo by this point. And cops saw hobos as the walking embodiment of 
trouble. But no hobo stepped with this kind of purpose, even if they were getting away with the 


cash, and Barry knew that he would be fine, as long as he stayed on task. Still — this cold metal 
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city was lousy with lawpigs. Never a good sign. San was right — Barry needed to know what 
intel those rats had given Marcel. Because this many cops meant there was bound to be some 


juicy stuff down there. All was not quite as-normal, not quite surface-level-evident, in the GAC. 


Night was falling, and neon lights blinked on. The GAC was thriving. But it was a very 
touristy sort of thriving. This was not a city of the avant-garde, at least not the most visible parts 
of it. It emulated their style while extracting their substance. The message was “We will stride 
boldly into the future, but it will be a brave-new-world that we’ve made sure about ahead-of- 
time.” Lots of “gourmet” hamburgers. Not that Barry would complain about having a massive 
hamburger, bluecheese-or-otherwise. Nobody loved eating-out more than Barry, yet even he had 
to wonder how many restaurants you could have. This wasn’t Neooiseaux, a legendary gourmet 
capital — what cuisine was the GAC even famous for? Fried chicken gizzards or some shit? 


Barry didn’t know. 


And the shops. Stationary stores. Dress stores. Children’s dress stores. Toy stores. 
Adult toy stores. Electronics. Traditional craftsmanship. Candy. Cheese. More clothes. 
Scented candles and crap. Fancy-dress clothes. Just general gifts. And on and on and on and 
on. Was this what made up the world of these people? Was this the limits of their dreams? 
Sure, some nice cheese, maybe something nicer-looking to wear, was all-well-and-good, in- 


moderation. 


But these were shrines. This was a shrine to cheese. This was a shrine to dresses. These 
weren’t simply shops. They were temples to the religious experience of acquiring stuff. Barry 
saw more care and dedication in the displaying of merchandise in windows than he had seen in 
most religious artworks. This was all designed to look innocent and ordinary, and oh, the 


children were having fun, he saw that, and felt glad for them. But there was more here. There 
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was something not obvious, not connected, directly, to the families and the mostly-good people 
who entered these shops, but something nonetheless integral to the architecture of this place, 


something callous, manipulative, warped and vicious. And it knew how to hide. 


And the chill wind whipped from a cold and darkening sky. And it wrapped around 
Barry as he strode, wrapped around him like the hand of a brother on his shoulder. And the 
shiny chrome lost the sheen from the sun, and picked up the sheen from the neon lights. And in 
the world of light, the maze of sinister candy-colored effulgences, the whipping wind heralded a 
warning through the hard-angled corridors of the GAC. A new age was set to arise, a 
megalomaniacal age of neon lights and laughter and casual cruelty. And it craved dissent. It 
longed for dissent, from which to gain nutrients, dissent which it could toy with, crush, filter and 


assimilate. 


Barry knew then, in the fading light, that God 2.0 was for real. And he was coming. 


“Drippy! Do you have the bananas I told you to get! Barry needs food NOW.” San looked at 


Barry, standing in the door of the hotel room, with a shocked expression. 


“Why don’t I bathe and we can all go get something to eat?” 


“Do you have any idea how long it takes to get food around here? If we’d known, we 


would’ve gotten room service an hour ago.” 


“T’ll bathe and then eat a banana, and we can go get some of the ‘deep-fat pizza.’” 
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“We can, although I might puke if I have to eat it again. We brought your clothes in from 
the cart, we’ll need to find a place to burn the ones you’ve got on.” She leaned in closer, holding 


her nose, to whisper — “And the alchemical stuff is in the room.” 


Barry gave the thumbs-up sign. The inn was basic, a comfy-enough budget hotel that the 
wrestling associations were paying good money to house their wrestlers in. Barry said hello to 
his relieved party as they lounged in the sizeable space. Pardoylios was out fighting. “I don’t 
know how he can do it,” said Tobias. “That guy just keeps going.” As for Chuck, he was getting 
counselling continually, was planning on receiving a mammectomy, and was staying elsewhere, 
by himself — he was holding off pushing himself back into wrestling for the moment. “I know 
he’s in a lot of pain right now,” said Drip Dry, “and it was probably crazy of him to come right 
to such a busy place. But he’ll be ready to level up his game before long. I hope he gets to 


feeling better soon.” 


He looked Barry over, seeming like he might cry. “Barry. Incredible. You really made 
it, on foot, that distance, this amount of time. And look at you. There’s no question you’ve lost 
weight, of course you have. But you still have musclemass! You were able to find that much to 


eat, in the wilderness, while constantly moving?” 


“We live in a wonderful country. There was fungus and edible ants almost the whole 
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way. 


“Incredible,” Drip Dry said again. “I’m glad you weren’t hassled getting into the hotel.” 


“Nobody messed with me, thankfully. A bath and some clothes and I should look a lot 
less like a serial-killer. And you know what? I think I'll eat that banana-“ Barry smiled 


mischievously —“during my bath!” 


386 


“After all you’ve been through,” San said, “you deserve to be hedonistic. You sicko.” 


In the corner of a narrow, dingy pizza joint, the party ate. The night loomed outside, black and 
ominous even in the neon light-pollution and touristy noise of downtown GAC. “How’s your 


pizza, hon?” Drip Dry asked San. 


“Tolerable,” San said. “These guys aren’t such sticklers on the whole “deep fat’ 


formula.” 


“T love the fat,” said Barry, biting into his fourth massive slice. “I love that deep fat style. 
I'd love this stuff just as much even if I hadn’t been subsisting solely on shrooms and meatant 
meat for the past month. Of course, if I ate this specific quantity in normal circumstances, I 
might die from cholesterol-poisoning - and I’m the guy who chugged six pints of buttermilk. 


But these...” he grinned another of his wicked little grins — “These AJNT normal circumstances!” 


“Pard will be sorry he missed this,” said Marcel. 


Barry looked around. 


“He might not be,” he said. “You know how easily Pard gets bored with things. And 
nice-as-it-is to just hang out and chill — particularly after my only company for a solid month has 
been insects that were also my meal — there is one thing on my mind - a topic that’s almost the 


only thing I want to talk about.” 


He looked around again. 
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“Yes,” said San. “I agree. And it’s a really good thing we’re not acting suspicious. So, 
in the most natural and casual manner possible, I really think we should just get to the point and 


talk about the amazing work that Marcel’s been doing.” 


“Me?” asked Marcel. “Thank the GACrats. I’ve had nothing to do, since I’m way too 
much of a wuss to fight anyone. But I’m so glad I left Neooiseaux. If I have a city, Neooiseaux 
is my city, and I'll probably go back, at some point, at least to visit. But this has been a crazy 
adventure, man, and in the GAC alone, I’ve met so many chill mice and rats. There are some 
asshole rats around here, but most are chill. And they’ve given some crazy-good and really 
important intel. These guys may not be perfect, but to me they’re heroes. Even if society feels 
like it has to kill and starve them because of the diseases, what they’ ve told me may save society. 


Put that in your pipe and smoke it.” Marcel looked at the group sagely. 


“Fantastic,” said Barry. “It’s a cruel world, where nature pits us against one another, 


species-against-species, for simply being ourselves.” 


“Yeah. Yeah, uhu, that’s right. And these GACrats know what’s up. Even most humans 
know that below the surface of the GAC is a lot of facilities and stuff. Well, you may not have 
known that those facilities span the whole Great Lakes region in a massive web. And while the 
GAC is a central hub, it’s not even their center. Where would you think the center might be? 
Probably not out in water, because that sucks for having to make tunnels. Well guess what. 
Mackinac Island, the island where the Central Arena is at, is the center of the web. The GAC is 
a huge city, huger than you might think. Because there’s this upfront tourist area that just makes 
it feel about the size of, say, West Pueblos, but then there’s miles and miles of ‘burbs behind. 


Well, now I’m gonna tell you something that’s gonna blow your mind even more.” 
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“T’m ready,” said Barry, looking more focused and attentive than Drip Dry had ever seen 


him. 


“So I haven’t told anyone this yet. The center of the hub for the GAC isn’t even under 
downtown. It’s under a point out in the suburbs, and the Powers That Be care more about the 
underground than they do the surface. And at the center of the GAC hub, there’s an underground 
bullet-train that goes straight to Mackinac Island. After Barry and San hung out at Club Bizarre 
last night, San told me in the morning about you guyses’ talk, and I told the rats to watch out for 
you. The rats communicated all across the region. Word can spread with them almost instantly. 


Well guess what? Jazzy Jayhawk is in communications with the rats.” 


“Ts there nothing,” asked Barry, “that he doesn’t do?” 


“Yeah, he’s totally in contact with all the rats around. And he learned about it and said 
that once you were here he’d invite the whole team over, and for Barry not to worry about going 


through prelims. And we’ll be going there on the secret bullet-train.” 


36. Night Train, Fright Stain 


The group stared at Marcel, aghast. Barry glanced at the guy minding the front, who watched for 
customers as he boredly wiped a glass. A trio of intoxicated young people flopped in, enthused 
to consume fatty foods past their bedtimes. Could the simple people who walked the streets 


suspect the wild world beneath them? Even to Barry, it all seemed like a dream. 
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“Phenomenal,” he said to Marcel. “This is perfect. With you guys so far ahead, I had 
honestly considered skipping the qualification process and just seeing if I could piggyback off 


Drip Dry to get to see M. Dr. Jayhawk-“ 


“Barry!” Drip Dry took an unusually stern older-brother tone. “I’m surprised. You’re a 


fine wrestler. Don’t just give up because of a little setback.” 


“Yeah,” said San, “but I know what he means. I’m so tired of beating goons up by now.” 


“Oh c’mon, guys,” said Tobias. “Wrestling is a longterm pursuit. You can’t have every 
match be your greatest. The blander, more standard matches between only help to enhance the 


flavor of the truly great ones, like a fresh halibut atop a bed of rice.” 


Drip Dry nodded approvingly. “I couldn’t have said it better. Tobias, if you ever write a 
book on wrestling, let me know so I can rush to the store and buy it. But Marcel, we’ve 


sidetracked your discussion. This is utterly fascinating...” 


“Yeah it is. And that’s the tip of the iceberg. Like literally ‘iceberg’ almost, in how 


things are set up.” 


“Do you mean...” Barry trailed off. 


“Yeah. Yeah I mean there are more layers. But no-one knows how much. Not even the 
oldest rat has a guess. And here’s the part that will get you. CentralGov is located down there. 


And the rats don’t know for sure... but this might be their main base.” 


“Tt all comes together,” said Barry. “How could I not see it instantly?” 
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“The way you say all this,” Tobias said to Marcel, “makes it sound like the Central 
Government isn’t even the main thing down there. (Also, yeah, Pard would have been totally 


confused by all this.)” 


“Right. Like not even close. But there’s some figure down there attached to CentralGov 
that’s a big deal... does ‘Twat Bidding Erin’ mean anything to anybody? He seems to boss 


people around down there.” 


“Yes,” said San. “They mean ‘Twylat,’ not ‘twat.’ Twylat Bidding Erin is the president 


of the Central Government. There’s no higher single authority in the organization.” 


“How many layers down is the president?” asked Barry. “Do the rodents know of any 


levels below his?” 


“The rodents know of lower levels, but they’re not about to go investigate them and 
become rat sandwich. This ‘Twylat’ guy is four levels down. The first level is just storage, 
maintenance, administration, transport. The second down is basically just offices. The third is 
like another, more tech-heavy city where they’re doing a bunch of stuff they want to bring to the 
surface. Nobody cares about wrestling in any of these places. The fourth is government central 
for a lot of shady organizations, including CentralGov and some that aren’t even from this 
planet. The fifth is where a lot of the financial backers for a lot of the other stuff have their hubs, 
but these guys are so powerful that even CentralGov is afraid to talk about them. It definitely 


goes way lower, but beyond that it’s just speculation. Who knows?” 


“Tt’s God 2.0,” said Barry. 


“Wha?” 


“God 2.0. I bet my bottom-dollar it’s the offices of God 2.0 After the old, original 
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Monotheistic God died due to incompetence and mismanagement, the Hadean Consortium had 
no interest in taking over that function directly, so Hell set up a temporary puppet-god while they 
worked on their final project for this world before moving on to better things. Hell has been 
gone for a while now, and their final project on Earth, God 2.0, has been live for a little bit, but 
it’s been in a kind of trial phase. Now, the God 2.0 team wants to move the project from closed 
beta-testing to open beta-testing. CentralGov is central to this plan, and that’s why they’ve been 


receiving so much funding. They’re being funded by God.” 


“T’ll pay you my bottom dollar,” said Marcel, “if you get me hooked up with what you’ve 


been smoking.” 


Barry laughed. “It all sounds crazy. But it’s true. Things have shifted to the other side, 
and instead of the government funding religion as in the old empires, it’s religion that’s now 


funding the government.” 


“But,” asked Tobias, “do we really know that the old God died?” 


“In a sense,” said San, “no god ever really dies. Gods are subject to reincarnation. It 
may be thousands of eternities, or it may be a week, but basically any god can return at any time, 
dependent solely on the believer-base. So when we say the Monotheistic God ‘died,’ it may 
sound like a harsh pronouncement, but it’s a term-of-convenience, not a judgement of the god’s 
value. In fact, depending on the era, for a god or pantheon to “die out” may be a complement, 
indicating that they refused to pander or that they couldn’t exist in a more corrupt environment. 
But it can also have to do with incompetence and mismanagement, as was going on at the end of 


the Monotheistic Era, and as happens at the end of a lot of religious eras.” 


Tobias nodded, trying to take all this in. 
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“Well maybe,” said Marcel. “In fact I kinda like some of the truth’s you’re spittin’, San. 
But we don’t know anything for sure. All the rats know is that orders come up from level five, 
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or what they think is level five, and nobody argues with them, not even ‘Mr. Twylat. 


The teens had come and gone. The guy minding the counter was looking at the clock. It 
was time to pack up. “Marcel,” said Drip Dry, “I’m glad Barry met you. We better get back and 
get our beauty-rest. Tomorrow, it sounds like we might have an appointment to be whisked 


away by the prince of pugilism.” 


That night, Barry dreamt. But he couldn’t gather anything from the dream. It was a mad chaos 
of light, and color, and memory-after-memory mashing into one another, bisecting, morphing, 
mutating. He dreamt like a madman dreams. And from those dreams, he derived a mad answer, 
an answer of which his waking mind was blissfully unaware. Barry could barely sleep from all 


the dreaming. 


One thing he knew. Soon, his waking mind, too, would be aware, all-to-aware. Soon. 


And the next day, as the team brought hoagies back to the room for lunch, Barry still lay on his 


sofabed, blissfully asleep, in a state of comfort he never knew to be possible. 


“We got sandwiches, baws,” said Pardoylios, leaning his great bald head down over 


Barry’s great sleeping one. 


“Mupph... Sand’iches... No way. I get one?” 


“Do you get one? I thought you were the boss of this expedition.” 
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“Pard... Pard! How are you, you old so-an’so...” 


“Sore and tired. Nobody said competing in the great arenas would be easy. But I’m 
putting off all my fight-tickets. That’s because all of us — even Marcel, who can’t even wrestle — 
are going to Mackinac Island and the Central Dome! We’re going to see, and maybe fight, Jazzy 
Jayhawk! We’ve made it, Barry. I'll be watching up close as Drip Dry Eyes, back to like-he- 
was in the old days, fights Jazzy Jayhawk. I might even get to swing at ol’ Jayhawk myself. 
He’ll wipe his ass with me if that happens, but it’s an honor even to be there. And none of it 


would have ever happened if it wasn’t for you. I’d still be at that shitty bar in Galvanite.” 


“Oh yeah. Galvanite. No, don’t thank me, Pard. I mean, you’ve been an uncomplaining 
coachman through who-knows-how-many miles of rough terrain, rain or sun, heat or cold. We 


should all be thanking you...” 


“Then we can just thank each-other! Now get up! We’re goin’ to see JAZZY 


JAAAYYYHAWK!! WOOHOO!” 


Two black, official-looking buggies rolled through the streets. The end of downtown GAC came 
nearly as abruptly on the other side as it had on the entrance, the buildings like great metal-and- 
glass skyships stopping in a line as if they had reached the end of a theatrical stage. But instead 
of scraggly dried grass, the other side held more pavement, with patches of dried-out lawn here- 
and-there, and drab homes and drabber facilities stretching to beyond-the-horizon. Where there 
were trees, their leaves had almost all changed to autumnal coloration — as if autumn had snuck 
up overnight, Barry thought. He had been walking through woods only yesterday, but then, he 


had been so preoccupied that he hadn’t been able to appreciate the seasonal beauty. 
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Every now-and-then, looking out the window, he saw a small cluster of shops, like small 
chapels. Embroidery. Shoes. Scented candles. Candy. Coffee and coffee and coffee, a sea of 
caffeination such that, for the number of drab little coffeeshops to remain solvent, every man- 
woman-and-child in the greater G. A. C. area must have developed hypertension long-before. A 
bookstore had a sign advertising a going-out-of-business blowout sale - the only such sign Barry 
had seen. It seemed the denizens had more use for scented candles than books. It made 
economic sense — a good book could last a lifetime. A scented candle lasted for one burning, 
sending one right back to the store. Truly, commerce was a terrible thing to wrap the priorities 
of a society around. Yet, if it was smelly around, who with the means wouldn’t go out to buy 


scented candles? And around here, things smelled. 


Barry glanced at his coachmates. Each coach had come with a driver and a business- 
suited lackey with a clipboard. Barry, Pard, Tobias and the lackey rode along the smoothly- 
paved roads, all with distracted expressions — the others were up ahead. “We’ll be there soon,” 
the lackey said in a nasal chirp. He consulted his clipboard, looked at his watch, glanced off into 
the abstract space of his neat little plans. The GAC suburbs was the place for lackeys, thought 


Barry. 


Amidst the almost-perfectly flat suburbs, an isolated hill existed. The coaches went up to 
a mesh gate topped with barbed wire. The gate was opened by a uniformed lackey, and the 
coaches proceeded through, towards the wide, low hill. The speedmules surmounted it - only to 
reveal that it was actually a big donut of earth, which dipped back down to a flat surface at the 
center. Here, a drab hangar-like structure was wide open, allowing just enough space for both 


carriages to fit side-by-side. They went in, and sliding doors closed behind them, seemingly of 
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their own accord. There was a claxon from somewhere, and the room itself seemed to drop. “Id 


heard-tell of them so-called ‘elevators,’” said Pard. “Makes sense they would have one.” 


The elevator didn’t drop for too long before stopping, and a sliding door opened on the 
opposite side. After another moment, the claxon ceased, and the carriages were moved to a 
nearby subterranean stables-area. Everyone got out. “This way please,” the clipboard lackeys 
said to their two groups, which now rapidly consolidated. They marched through the cool, sterile 
metal underground region, a facility covered with signage — warning signs, directions, 
instructions-for-maintenance. The lackey opened an innocuous door, and everyone filtered 


through. 


On the other side, a wide swath of stairs led down into a massive, echoing marble gallery 
swarming with lackeys. Large gates led outwards on all sides. The group sprang down the stairs 
and took it all in. “Look at all the lackeys,” San said in wonder. She was correct. The place, 
supposedly top-secret, was swarming with people, and every one of them was a button-down 
lackey. Every one of them was rushing off to some errand. And, Barry noticed in puzzlement, 
every one of them was male. He thought back to the Gatortribe men, who had left their women 
and children - ostensibly in order to do important “man-work” when, in reality, they were just 


playing around. 


The clipboard lackeys rushed the group through the grand hall, preventing them from 
stopping to gawk. They tried to peak through the gates nonetheless, but they led down winding 
passages that turned quickly out of view. Instead of going down any of these, the group was led 
to another innocuous door, tucked beside a snack stall built into a recess in the wall, and filed 
into a small passage with a staircase leading downwards. At the bottom of the passage was 


another door, which they filed through. 
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Then they had arrived at the secret-famous underground bullet-train. They were on a 
platform lit by small lamps hanging from the cave ceiling. A tunnel disappeared into the 
darkness ahead. The bottom of the tunnel had somehow been totally flattened, and traintracks 
sat in eager anticipation, waiting to whisk them to their destiny. The sleek, shiny metal 
passenger train was an alien marvel, a featureless, sausage-long underground spaceship, the 
fulfilment of a secret promise for unstinting speed. Its length looked like it had space to seat 
many, but they were evidently the only current users. On the locomotive-car at the front, the 


word Gaspordu was written in sleek red letters. 


“What’s ‘Gaspordu’?” Barry asked a clipboard lackey. 


“No normal person knows. Probably just the name of some official, or the 


manufacturer.” 


They boarded the train. The interior was quiet, well-lit, comfortable. They sat in seats 
which faced one-another. Barry sat at the window seat facing forward. Across from him, Drip 
Dry Eyes sat. To Barry’s side was Marcel, and to the side of Drip Dry was San. Tobias and 
Pardoylios lounged across the way. Nobody said anything as the train started moving. But they 


all knew that this was a moment they would look back on. 


They would look back on this moment for the rest of their lives. 


They started moving. They were blasting through the tunnel air of underground 
darkness. And then they were blasting through the watery murk of Lake Michi-gami. In that 


mysterious murk, shapes moved. And Barry saw. 


In the terre verte murk of those waters, restless gods lurked. They had lain on their 


crosses for too long, too long. They lurked. And they were creeping about, making schemes. 
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Their great sluggish forms crawled about the slime-cloaked depths like a drunken pillpopper 
pawing the floor at four in the morning for his meds. They pawed. And they hungered. But 
they were afraid to leave the murk, afraid to stir from their nests. So they had contented 
themselves to lie dreaming upon their crosses, collecting barnacles. But there was activity on 
their doorstep. And in arising, they had begun to blindly make slimy love to one another. Yes, it 
was the only way they could get their kicks in that aqueous dungeonworld. Behind those terre 
verte curtains of murk and slime, these forgotten deities were having gross underwater sex, and 


the shapes the spawn of their unions would take, was anybody’s guess. 


Where were these gods from? When had they died, and why? And what made them end 
up at the bottom of this lake? What values had they once represented, and did they still 
remember those old values? The questions were endless. But Barry knew one thing. He didn’t 
want to see their nasty blind lovemaking. He was only here for Jazzy Jayhawk — these chump 


old gods were a dime-a-dozen. So he closed his eyes, and slept. 


“Barry. We’re here.” 


Drip Dry was gently shaking Barry’s knee. Everyone was exiting the train. Barry got up. 
The tunnel, the platform, the lamps and door — everything was near-identical on this side of the 
railpath. Barry saw as they walked off that the train was reversible — the front-locomotive and 
the rear-locomotive looked the same. Strictly-speaking, this meant there really was no “front” or 
“rear”. Of course! Why hadn’t he noticed that to begin with? He didn’t have much of a mind 


for engineering stuff, he decided - even the simplest details would sometimes escape him. 


“Are you ready to meet Jazzy Jayhawk?” Tobias asked the group in general. 
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“Yes,” said Barry without hesitation. 


The clipboard lackeys guided the group up another stair-corridor, much longer this time, 
leading all the way up to surface level. The group filed through the slightly claustrophobic 
space. A door at the top opened into a large, luxurious sitting area with a feel less like a 
reception-lounge and more like a high-class living room. Sleek, artsy glass lighting hung from 
the ceiling - sleek, artsy tables held sleek, artsy coffeetable-books. This spacious environment 
had the surface-feeling of Clean Living, without possessing a sense of the true heart of it. 
“Please make yourselves comfortable,” a clipboard lackey told the group, plainly intending them 


to lounge in the big chairs. 


Looking at nothing and no-one, Barry strode forward with sudden resolve, calm and 
implacable. A squad of button-down goons materialized and followed after him with a mild 
sense of urgency. Drip Dry stepped in front of them. “Gentlemen,” he said, “M. Dr. Jayhawk is 


looking forward to speaking to my friend personally, ahead of schedule.” 


The goon capo stepped forward. “Mr. Eyes, with-all-due-respect, how can you know 


that?” 


“T assure you,” said Drip Dry, “that I know.” 


Barry came to a pair of wide glass doors, leading out into the bright afternoon sun. A 
little goon stepped in front of the doors, widening himself to block access, and started to give 
some line he’d recited. Barry shoved him to the side as if he were dealing with a small child and, 


throwing the doors wide open, he stepped out. 


The Central Arena was a massive open-air coliseum. The sky was clear and blue, and the 


rays of the sun announced a mighty new era. And across the fair grass, at the center of a ring 
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without ropes, stood Jazzy Jayhawk, his back to Barry. Barry ripped off his shirt, throwing it to 


the ground. And the legend turned his head. 


“Barry,” he called out with a voice of crystal, ringing with powerful gentlemanly 


confidence. “I’ve been expecting you. It’s time.” 


37. The Tango of Jazzy Jayhawk 


Barry remembered Tobias saying, that day an eternity ago, in another world, another dimension, 
that when he had watched Jazzy Jayhawk wrestle, he had been “caped in an outfit like the skin of 
a cunning wren.” Today, the great scholar wore nothing but a pair of black trunks and his 
trademark purple beakmask. It was impossible to get any sense of the face behind it, which was 
totally shrouded in shadow, even in the sharp autumnal light. But it was the only thing shrouded. 


As to the body....... 


Every bit of muscular definition stood out. But Barry had seen muscle. There was no 
gunshow anyone could give by now that would be substantially more impressive than that of 
Drip Dry Eyes. No, it was more than muscle. There was a free-and-easy mass about Jazzy 
Jayhawk that was like the mass of no other wrestler, no other human that Barry had encountered. 
When Mothman McKinnice had ground Barry into the ground, that superhuman muscleforce had 
utilized a degree of effort. But it was difficult to think of the tectonic plates of Jayhawk’s 
muscles as capable of what we call “effort.” It was like saying that an earthquake swallowed a 
city “with some effort,” an asteroid struck a planet “with some effort.” Everything about 


Jayhawk felt like he was a gentleman who had honed self-discipline to so great a point, he had 
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come out the other side. And such a sense, by Barry’s reckoning, should have felt at-least- 


slightly sinister. 


But coming from Jayhawk, it felt right. 


Now Jayhawk flexed. And Barry fell in love with him, he didn’t know why. Oh, he 
didn’t know why. This was a beautiful romance unlike anything he’d ever felt. It wasn’t 
remotely physical, in the sense of “lust” and bodily functions — nothing could be further from it! 
But nor did it feel “platonic” in the true, unspoken, genuine sense that such a word usually meant 
—a sense of safety, of freedom from the dangers of strong desire. Here, there was a desire, hot 


and heavy, and perhaps... even a bit sweet? But surely this was the language of lust... 


No. Foolishness-alive! Of course, it was too obvious, and understanding and wisdom 
and scholarly knowledge flooded Barry’s being, hot and sweet and heavy, making him feel light 
on his feet, making him want to dance. This was what “lust” was based on, the wonderful thing 
that all bodily lust had fallen so far from. Was it not ridiculous, all could agree, to be prudish, to 
look askance at even the slightest physical pleasure and brand all bodily enjoyment as 
“perverse”? Of course. Yet even the most liberated, the most physically and mentally 
enlightened, utterly free from shame of the natural and consenting course of things, would 
unconsciously fall back on using the language of “perversion” - even when describing things 
they approved of. Why? They weren’t “perversions” of love, after all — it was acknowledged 
they could be a part of a truly loving relationship. Rather, they were a perversion of this, a fall 
from this, this beautiful feeling of sweet romance that made Barry’s heart sing like a bluebird 
and made his feet perform toe-taps on the stars. And it was because of this fall, of this odd sort 
of misrepresentation, that they were stilled unconsciously labeled “perversion,” even when 


involving consenting, thoughtful, safety-conscious adults — this and no other reason. 
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Now, Barry was swept away by the beautiful warmth of this feeling. And he knew that 
he needed it, and simultaneously, that he had to transcend it. This feeling was the feeling of a 
moment, and it had a basis which Barry didn’t yet see or understand — a basis which he had to 


find. He looked again. 


Now Jazzy Jayhawk was facing Barry, beckoning. And with the worlds that had just 
opened up to him, Barry saw Jayhawk as just another scholar and wrestler — the best at both 
things, but no different in type. He would fight Jayhawk. It was a duty. A chore, almost. The 
honor had already been experienced. And he would continue to get to the bottom of things. He 


wasn’t halfway there. 


“Good,” said Jayhawk, as if reading Barry’s thoughts. “You’re finally starting to get 


somewhere.” 


And he lept. 


Jayhawk leapt, and a thousand worlds shifted. 


And it was as if a new order of time was inaugurated. An order of time made for 


warriors, by warriors. An order of time for combat, and the horrors of combat. 


Barry could not condone such things. But oh, how glorious was the order. And how 


intoxicating the flowing sense of power. 


He had to act. 


Teezeeack came into his mindseye. “Remember your own words,” Teezeeack said. “A 


thing without two sides at minimum, doesn’t exist. There’s always another side.” 
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He saw Galafandar Fizxx, Wizard of the Dark Tundra. “Barry!” Fizxx shouted. “Be 


careful. Don’t forget to do your dodgerolls.” 


Ronadd Dorkk, that enigmatic seer, also came into view. “Nobody does a tarot reaching 


perfection — not even Jazzy Jayhawk.” 


Jayhawk was sailing through space, trailing a thousand million billion quadrillion 
galaxies, a galactic ballerina of ruthlessness, and he seemed to be pulling on a thousand million 
billion quadrillion different types and orders of time as he went, backflipping like a true gymnast 
and shredding the norms of the temporal for his own amusement. Without thought, without ever 


knowing why, Barry performed a dodgeroll. 


Jayhawk’s feet came down. And the reverberations of the air announced that the 
inauguration of warrior time had been a rousing success, and that the new age of might was well- 


underway. 


Phil, backed by his Dawg Boys, made a quick appearance in-the-mind. “Barry!” he 


yelled. “Ya gotta get us outta here!” 


Barry clenched his fist and brought it upwards. It hummed with power. It struck 
Jayhawk’s chest with a force like a thunderclap. Barry followed through, and Jayhawk was sent 
cartwheeling through the air. Barry focused, and his body hardened to steel in an instant. He 
focused again, and his steel body became totally flexible. He focused again, and his flexible 


steel body became totally durable and quick. He ran to where Jayhawk lay on the ground. 


And Jayhawk got up, rising just as Barry was upon him. And without any sense of hurry, 
he brought his mighty hands, cupped palm-outwards, together at the base, over his lower 


abdomen, and focused his energy outwards. 
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A loud popping was heard, and a swift sweeping of wind. Barry was pushed back on his 
feet. And then it was over, and all Barry’s alchemical advantages were neutralized. He had no 


hard skin, no flexible limbs, no nothing. 


Now, Jazzy Jayhawk ran forward. And he flew through the air with a dropkick 
stunningly identical to Barry’s own. Barry attempted to dodgeroll. He couldn’t move. His feet 
were glued to the spot! The kick landed, and instead of flying right out of the arena, Barry was 
slammed down on his back, the soles of his feet still unmovingly glued. Jayhawk picked himself 
up, flipped Barry over casually, and, sitting on his back, he began to pull upwards on Barry’s 


chin in an excruciating camel clutch. 


Okay, thought Barry. I’m game. 


Barry focused through the pain. He focused. His limbs were becoming limber. They 
were becoming elastic. Jayhawk pulled up madly on his chin. It hurt. It hurt a lot. The great 
stone rows of the coliseum had nothing to grab onto. But there were massive evenly-spaced 
floodlights hanging over the perimeter. Now, Barry got a sense of their spacing, estimating the 
location of the ones behind him. Simultaneously, he stretched out his right and left arms. And 
stretched. And stretched. And stretched. And stretched. And stretched. And stretched. And 
stretched. And stretched. And stretched. And oh man his head hurt a lot. Jayhawk pulled up on 
his chin, and Barry knew he couldn’t hold out much longer. He stretched. He stretched. He 


stretched. 


Bingo. 


He got ahold of the solid bars propping up the floodlights. He secured his grip. And he 


pulled. The men flew through the air as if attached to a rocketpowered zipline. Jayhawk let go, 
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releasing in the nick-of-time, falling to the hard stone bleachers with a loud “OWW!” Barry 
continued, hitting his back against the cluster of lights between the ones where his hands held on. 


There was a cracking as shards of glass stuck themselves in his back. 


“T am not happy with this situation,” Barry said laconically to the world-at-large. 


He released his grips and fell to the top of the stands, his ultraextended arms flapping at 
his sides like grotesque streamers. He smacked facedown into the ungentle aisle, and lay there, 
his limbs gradually seeming to spool themselves back into place. A few more pieces of glass fell 
harmlessly. Out of his back, a horrible sculpture-garden of little glass shards stuck themselves 


untowardly upwards. He didn’t move. 


“MEDIC,” Drip Dry was shouting. 


“Tt doesn’t look like it was too bad,” San was trying to reassure her near-hysterical 


partner. 


“T don’t feel so good,” Marcel offered. 


Getting unsteadily up, Jazzy Jayhawk strode over to where Barry lay. He picked the 
prone form up gingerly. Then, cradling him in both massive arms, Jayhawk began walking 
Barry towards the ring. He passed his audience. “Don’t worry, Eyes,” he told a gesticulating 


Drip Dry. “It’s gonna take a lot more to put this guy outta commission.” 


A couple of medics gathered around the ring. Jayhawk shooed them away. “Whahh,” 
said Barry. Sitting on the edge of the ring, Jayhawk began to take the pieces of glass out, one by 
one. Drip Dry was rushing up, followed closely by San. The rest of the crew trailed after them, 


expressions showing a concern that could just barely keep pace with everything. 
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“What does this guy think he’s doing?” Drip Dry gesticulated. 


“Don’t worry,” said San. “He’s got things under control.” 


“How? Is he a qualified doctor now too?” 


“Just watch, hon.” 


Jayhawk was removing the larger pieces of glass first, then moving smaller and smaller. 
Surprisingly soon, there was no glass left. It was an ugly sight. Propping the prone Barry on his 
knees, Jayhawk placed both hands palm-downward over the back. His big purple beak mask 
turned to the sky. A heavenly light like the skin of doves flowed down on the sunshine. For a 


moment, everyone felt a sense of all-encompassing peace. 


“Tt’s a miracle,” said Tobias, breaking the silence. 


Barry’s back was completely healed. 


38. Omega Amigo 


Barry pulled himself to an upright position, sitting alongside Jayhawk on the edge of the ring. 


“hello everybody. Uhhhhh... Whu happun??” 


“This man healed you,” Pard said, pointing to Jayhawk. “He healed you.” 


“Saints be praised,” Tobias ecstatically intoned to the heavens. 


Now Barry was starting to remember. Things swirled into place — the ironclad camel 


clutch — the extending limbs — the flying through the air — the broken glass... 
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“Oh, no!” Barry exclaimed. “How could I have been so stupid!” He looked over at 
Jayhawk. “M. Dr. Jayhawk, can you find it in you to accept my apology? I’m so glad that glass- 


in-the-back was inflicted on me and not you. I must not be capable of thinking before acting!” 


Jayhawk shook his head. “No Barry. You have nothing to apologize for. The ring is a 
battlefield. On the contrary. The fight you gave me today was one of the worthiest battles ve 
ever had the honor of engaging in. You have the spirit of a champion — a spirit worthy of 


belonging to the Mystical Scholars of Knighthood, and the Fulfillers of Radiant Desires.” 


“Saints be praised,” Drip Dry echoed Tobias. “Saints be praised.” 


“Jayhawk, you have healed me,” Barry acknowledged. “I can only dream of becoming a 
watrior such as yourself. You have done more already than I could have imagined. But there are 
scholarly matters, of mycology and related topics, which are of such potent import to the fate of 
civilization that I am forced, against my will, to ask if I might further impose upon your time, by 


the discussing of them.” 


“These matters,” said Jayhawk, “are well-known to me. I would like to discuss them 
with you now, in a private place. Your companions are welcome and trusted, in most things. 
However, the need for privacy has to do with a revelation too sensitive for even them. Barry, in 


service to your cause, I would like to take off my mask, revealing my facial identity.” 


Everyone blushed visibly, except for Barry. 


“T’d love that,” he said calmly, looking Jayhawk straight in the mask, his voice tinged 


with deep appreciation. 
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“Then let us go,” said Jayhawk, “Over to a little room inside. You guys will have Barry 


back before you know it.” The pair strode purposefully towards the indoor area. 


The group could only look after them and ponder, lingering around the ring where a brief 
but epoch-making battle had only just been fought. “I don’t know,” said Drip Dry Eyes 


thoughtfully, “how much better I can do fighting Jazzy Jayhawk, than Barry did today.” 


“Hmm,” San Wortle mused, looking puzzled. “I wouldn’t worry. I know this sounds 
strange, and I don’t have a basis for it - but I have this weird feeling that circumstances are gonna 


make it so you won’t be losing to Jayhawk anytime soon.” 


The pair went through the wide glass double-doors. Barry followed Jayhawk through the airy 
space, down a hall and into a little office. He closed the door behind him. “Good M. Dr., I can’t 


thank you enough for taking this time for me.” 


“All of my time is your time, dear amigo.” 


“M. Dr. Jayhawk, you are much too courteous.” 


“Barry. You still don’t get it.” 


Jazzy Jayhawk reached under his chin and peeled off his mask. As he lifted, there was a 


brief burst of light. And then- 


“How did I not guess this,” said Barry quietly, tears rolling down his cheeks. 


The face of Jazzy Jayhawk was the same as his own face, looking right back at him. 
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“You have been all over, Barry,” said Jazzy Jayhawk. “Galivanting across these great 
United States, you have truly lived proudly in the spirit of the swashbuckler. And you have 
found amazing companions. Admittedly some were more amazing than others — it’s a sad truth 
of life that though we may be created equal, a few end up being a lot cooler than their peers. But 
you learned to treat them all with respect. And at last, you even learned respect for the 
downtrodden, that lesson that came to you so difficult. Yes, you’ve been all over, finding magic, 
through thick-and-thin, in every nook-and-cranny of this wondrous nation. But you’ve yet to 
visit the most wonderful place of all — a place called ‘yourself.’ Because it turns out that the true 


magic was inside all of us, all along.” 


Jazzy Jayhawk shone with a radiance unbearable. Barry closed his eyes and turned from 
the glare. The light died down, and he turned back, only to find a spot of fading radiance where 
M. Dr. Jayhawk had been. Not even the mask was left. Gone so soon? They had hardly begun 


to talk! 


And then he knew it. Oh, of course. Jazzy Jayhawk hadn’t disappeared, hadn’t faded 
away. He had been absorbed into Barry, had gone to dwell in Barry’s heart, taking everything 
with him, giving Barry all of his knowledge, his skill, strength — everything. Barry felt it now, 


and he wiped his tears away. There was nothing to cry over. 


Jazzy Jayhawk had gone home. 


The group had gone inside, and was loafing in the big chairs. Marcel leafed through a coffee- 


table book. “Who knew there were so many types of tarot decks?” 
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Pard flipped through his own large coffee-table book on the table’s opposite side. “Mine 


shows all the different types of burgers. It’s makin’ me hungry.” 
Tobias looked up from his own glossy pages. “Mine’s got the different door types.” 
“Tt’s conclusive,” said San, “there’s just a lot of different categories of things.” 


Barry walked out, approached his group. Drip Dry immediately noted that he looked 


different. “Where’s M. Jayhawk?” he asked. 
“T can’t say that right now.” 
“Will he be back soon? What did he say?” 


“Jazzy Jayhawk will not be coming back. I’m going to have to go away, alone, to do 


some very important work.” 
“Where-to?” asked Marcel. 
“The underground layers.” 
“How will you get down there?” 


“Jayhawk has given me the means. San, Marcel, may I ask you to look after my 


alchemical stuff for a while?” 


Marcel nodded. “Of course,” said San. “But Barry. The world needs your work. Don’t 


stop now.” 


“T don’t know how much the world needs me specifically — I strongly suspect the pair of 
you can do as much and more for mycology — but don’t worry. Once I’m done, it will be right 


back to work. In fact, I can hardly wait. But these discoveries are the most important.” 
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“T can see that,” said San. “I suppose this is the end of our journey together — at least for 


now. 


“That’s correct,” said Barry. “But I plan to be visiting Club Bizarre often. We’ll be 


seeing each other before long.” 


“Yes,” said San. “I’m there all the time. We’ll have opportunity to get sick of one 


another’s company.” 


Drip Dry Eyes was sniffling. “Barry, I know I got this name, but my eyes aren’t gonna 


be dry for a while — man, it’s too hard for me to say goodbye. Just...” 
The group hug commenced. 
“T’ll see you in T Town, Tobe,” Barry said, “whenever we both get back there.” 
“Dinner’s on the house when that time comes,” said Tobias. 
“And Pard. I hope you'll visit us. And you’ve got a good future in wrestling.” 
“Yeah. I’m sticking with the team for now. I owe you everything, brother.” 
“T might have to become a manager,” said Marcel. “I’m learning a lot.” 


“You can pick up on anything,” said Barry. “That’s a wonderful ability. Nothing need 
tie you down. And when we meet next at the Club, which will surely be very soon, I'll have 


intel for you to pass along to the rats.” 
“Yeah. Well, maybe. But just be careful.” 
“T will. I will.” 


The group separated. There was a moment of silence. 
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“Barry,” San said. “I imposed myself onto your travel-group. I have a bad habit of 
making impositions. But I have to say — it’s not over. We’ll meet in Club Bizarre, of course, but 


we'll also be meeting in the waking world. The fun has just begun, dearie.” 


Barry nodded. 


The group waved goodbye, wishing luck, gearing for the sadness of seeing the journey 
come to an end. “You guys have great matches ahead of you,” said Barry. “Relish one- 
another’s company, and enjoy your stay in the GAC, City of Yesterday’s Tomorrows. And when 
you see Chuck next, tell him I said hi, and that I’m sorry I had to shit on his face a whole bunch 


— even though it was, you know, circumstances of the time and stuff.” 


And suddenly, Jazzy Gecko was behind Barry. “Guess you finally figured out 


something,” the morose lizardman said. 


Barry nodded. “Onward, brother-in-mystical-knighthood. We’ve got work to do.” 


They strode through a maze of corridors, heading down stairs, deeper underground, deeper. It- 
was-a-ways-to-go-down. Further, further below. They came to an elevator guarded by a suited 


goon with a holstered pistol strapped around his chest. 


“Step aside, goon,” said Jazzy Gecko. 


“Sorry, sir. I haven’t been given authorization to let you down here.” 


“Very well.” Jazzy waved his fingers in front of the guy’s face, once, twice, three times. 
He fell into a deep slumber. Jazzy boredly moved him out of the way, and they were heading 


down. Barry hit the “four” button. 
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“First stop, President Erin,” said Jazzy. 


They got out. The corridors were endless. A stale world of office smells, a labyrinth of 
lost potential, a drably-lit dungeon. How inefficient could a layout be? Yet it kept winding, 
cramped halls with no sense, misleading by twist-and-turn. These were the government offices, 
and nobody they passed harbored the least suspicions. They shouldn’t have. Neither Barry nor 
Jazzy Gecko had the least interest in them. But there was a man whose office was around-here- 


somewhere, a man they were very interested in - a man they had to “have a little talk with.” 


They finally made it to a wide hall, filled with armed guards. “How’s it goin’ guys?” 


asked Jazzy. 


“Just doin’ our job of standing here, boss,” the head guard said sardonically. 


Jazzy began to wave his hand in a strange manner. “What’s that you’re doing with your 


hand, pal?” asked the bemused guard. Soon, all the guards had their eyes glued to his hand. 


“Just a little relaxing hand exercise,” said Jazzy hypnotically. 


“Yeah,” conceded the guard, “that is pretty relaxing.” The eyes of the guards glazed 


over. One-by-one, they slumped against the walls, lost in a trance. 


Jazzy walked right into the office of Twylat Bidding Erin, president of the Central 
Government — and a net-trap immediately lifted him up, leaving him dangling helplessly from 


the ceiling. A man behind a desk looked up at him triumphantly. 


“Jazzy Gecko, you pest, you thought you could — who the hell are you?” He dropped his 


gaze to where Barry had just arrived. 
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Twylat Bidding Erin was a tall, broad-shouldered man with close-cropped auburn hair 
and an auburn cop-moustache. He was the type of standard law-and-order head goon you might 
expect to find in the position of CentralGov president. His eyes were dead and hollow — the eyes 


of a murderer. But there was something else about him. 


“Ask Mr. President about his cool moustache,” Jazzy called down sarcastically. 


Barry looked at the moustache, trying to mentally remove it from the face. The man’s 


aura was almost extinguished — that didn’t help any. There was something funny... 


“Oh alright,” the president said impatiently. “It won’t be obvious, Barry — there are 
variations in the code.” He peeled off what had looked exactly like a luscious, natural piece of 


facial hair. 


It was the face of Ted Winsin, with only a few details changed. Sharper features, less 
wrinkles. A Ted who had lived a worse, more evil, less strenuous life, who had warmed to 
cruelty like a true politician, and without the true experiences of living, had never developed his 
own character. And though he wasn’t conscious of the fact, Erin’s was a face filled with 
sadness, with confusion and disappointment — a face that knew something was missing, but 
couldn’t admit it up-front. It was a face without family — without the understanding of the 
importance of the All-Human Family Unit. So it had turned to artificial cures for its terminal 


soul-illness. Now, Barry saw its small aura, saw it all clearly. 


“Yes, I know, you’re such a good judge of character,” the president said. ““You can 
dissect my aura, cut it apart like a lab-frog in biology-class, and you see everything. I’m 
insufficient, aren’t I? Superficial. Of no benefit. I know. I know. It’s sad.” His eyes drilled 


into Barry with futile resentment. “I made clones of myself, on a lark at first, giving them 
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healthy family lives to see if they turned out better. In every case, it worked. Including the case 
of Ted Winsin. You’ve been a witness to the success. The original may be a hollow bastard. 


But the clone is whole, Barry! The clone is whole. 


“That’s the power of the Nuclear Family Unit. The limited family unit. That’s the cause 
I’ve dedicated myself to. And if you’re really sure you want to go against that cause, you’ll have 


to go through me.” 


“T know,” Barry said, “That nothing I say will dissuade you, Gaspordu.” 


“How did you know my old name!” the president demanded. 


“T know,” Barry continued, “that you’ve put yourself on immovable rails of dogma long 
before now. But I want to give you something to think about, for after I kick your ass. 
Remember that Ted himself realized, after we’d de-programmed him, that you can’t force people 
into artificially generic ways of life and expect a consistent good outcome. You can never 
replace Clean Living with a prepackaged, convenient alternative, any more than you can bottle 
and sell sunshine. I know you’re in pain. But it’s not easy for any of us. And if you don’t let 
Phil and the Dawg Boys outta that big closet behind you, let Jazzy Gecko down, and let him 
guide you out of here and into his rehab program for power-trippers, I’m gonna have to make 
things a whole lot harder and a whole, whole, whole gods-damned-lot more painful. Boy, I’m 
telling you right now, you’ll be able to write your thesis dissertation on what it’s like to suffer. 
I’m gonna bring you hurt that I’ve never brought anyone before. This is a special reserve hurt, 


child, and you’re about to go down in the history books for setting a world record in hurting.” 


Gaspordu ripped off his shirt, revealing the broad, hairy mass of tough scar tissue that 


was his flesh. Then he pulled an unsheathed katana out from under the desk. 
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“World record in hurting - huh. I’m already the recordholder since day-one. I’d like to 
see you, or anybody, deal with my kind of pain. And once I’ve cut your limbs apart, the fun 


begins. We’ll find out everything, find out exactly what makes you tick. Then maybe you'll 


Barry spat a hyperspeeding loogie that thwacked into Gaspordu’s right eye. “Edgelords 


are lame,” he said. 


“Yeah,” Jazzy yelled down from his net, getting into it. “Don’t be an edgelord, bro!” 


Growling like a pissed-off cat, Gaspordu leapt onto his desk. Barry could see by his 
stance that he was a swordsman second-to-none. Too, too deadly. He wished, for a moment 
only, that he could betray his principles and just shoot the guy. But no. It was more than the 
single fight. Barry had to show that he could risk everything, that he knew he was expendable. 


When you were no longer expendable, you were no longer fit to be an alchemist. 


With lightning speed, Barry extended his arm across the room to a stapler atop a filing 
cabinet in a corner. He quickly opened the stapler into his mouth, allowing all the staples to drop 
onto his waiting tongue. He shut his mouth, now so full of staples that they distended his cheeks, 
and began swishing them all around. Gaspordu looked on with unruffled bemusement. Barry 
swished the staples around faster. He swished them. He swished faster. He swished faster. He 
was swishing at hyper speeds. He swished faster. And without warning, he spat the staples 


rapidfire. 


Gaspordu blocked every staple effortlessly with his katana. They chinked as they flew to 
the side. “Enough parlourtricks,” the president said with a bored expression. Barry breathed 


deeply. Bringing his right hand forward, palm facing the annoyed Gaspordu, he pushed. A 
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beam of transparent miasmal energy traveled briefly between his hand and the sword. A 
thousand cracks suddenly showed on the katana surface. The cracks spawned smaller cracks. 
The smaller cracks spawned smaller smaller cracks. The smaller smaller cracks spawned smaller 
smaller smaller cracks. This continued a few more times, until Gaspordu’s erstwhile-blade 


began to fall into a pile of metal dust on his desk. 


He chucked the hilt away. “On your terms, eh? Okay. You got it.” 


Barry rushed up to the desk, jumped on. Gaspordu reached his hands for Barry’s throat. 
Barry tapped him lightly on the shoulder, chanted something under his breath, and swayed 
slightly. Gaspordu froze as if encased in ice. Barry picked him up as if he were handling a 
mannikin. He flipped the president over, bringing him into position to do a “piledriver.” Then, 
with Gaspordu’s head between his legs, Barry sprang into the air, spinning like a top, like a 
flying saucer, like some N Dimensional Freakdancer, some out-of-control ornithopter from an 
unquiet timeframe. (A growing boy still needs his milk.) And he spun. He spun past a thousand 
worlds, a thousand faces, faces from all times, faces he recognized. There were all the friends 
he’d known in every universe, glistening hearts. He saw plasms, spinning, spinning, spinning, 


spinning, and chanting. And the plasms resolved themselves. 


“You’ve known me,” said Morgo, “in so many universes. But you don’t need me 
anymore. In one universe, I was your mother. In another, I was your gym teacher. In one 
universe, we were the hottest little thing going. And in many we’ve kissed. A soul searches the 
darkness, and another soul searches the darkness, coming from the opposite direction. Two 
spirits meet. And for the molecules in union, to be reunited with their brethren from before time 
began, and to connect once more, to connect - it’s an event that happens maybe once in half an 


infinity of eternities. That moment is one of the most amazing things that can happen, Barry. 
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Two souls meet, and they reminisce on the light before time, and they reconnect, momentarily, 
with that light and warmth. Indescribable. And then it comes to an end, as ever it must, and the 
spirits go back into the mist and darkness, to continue their unending wandering — not to meet 


again until the other side of eternity is achieved. How long will this be? Who can say? 


“Who can say?” Ina burst of radiance, Morgo made her exit, and Barry understood 


everything. He remembered at last. How much did he owe to Morgo? 


Who could say? 


Barry spun. And eternity gibbered. Black swans spat pate de foie gras from their lungs 
in the black seas at the edge of the galaxy. “Eat it, ya filth!” they exclaimed. Countless victims 
were strapped to chairs, force-fed the sumptuous delicacy. “This is what you get for your 
traitorous plots.” A man ina chair puked a little, smiled, said, “more traitor, please! More 
traitor, please please?” Barry didn’t understand what he was seeing. The chairs sank under the 


ocean, taking the uncomplaining victims with them, and the geese faded to dust and memory. 


Barry spun. 


The spheres turned about him. Planets toppled down corridors of strange time, swirling 
like leaves in a hurricane. One after another, worlds passed him by, some inhabited, some 
desolate. Then they came fewer and fewer. The last little world faded away into the black 
distances behind, and then it was nothing but the darkness and emptiness of the realms beyond. 
Barry plunged. He plunged into those realms, not above, not below, but outside and beyond. 
And he plunged. And he gave himself to a black eternity, he spent a thousand black eternities, in 


fact, on the wild plunge. And the plunging gradually, organically, became a rising. Barry rose 
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through illimitable gulfs, rose through a dark strange region beyond conception, crossing 


desolated universes outside the possibility of guessing. Barry rose through regions undreamt of. 


And at last, after rising to the point where Barry was sure his rising would have to 
become falling, that we was rising above the mundane senses, that he would rise beyond himself, 
so high that he could never return, he did indeed fall, spinning as he went, and slammed 


Gaspordu’s fink head into the carpet-tiled floor. 


39. Birth of the Jayhawk 


Barry found the pulley, began lowering Jazzy Gecko. “Forget about me,” said Jazzy eagerly, 
“get Phil and the Boys out of that big closet!”” Barry let him drop gently to the ground, the net 
loosening around him, and rushed to the closet, yanking the sliding doors open. Phil and the 
Dawg Boys had been lined up in standing position, wrapped like mummies up to their necks, 
with ballgags in their mouths. Barry immediately set to work freeing them, and Jazzy hastily 


followed suit. It was speedy work. 


“Boy,” said Phil after everyone was untied, “we were not prepared. I’ve been trying to 
run semi-legitimate businesses like the semi-honest man I am, without a bunch of interference. 
Welp. These guys were ready to interfere. Color me impressed, Barry-my-boy. You have really 


made something of yourself. Meanwhile, I’ve just been tied up like a rotisserie chicken.” 


“Put your mind at ease, Phil. Jazzy will guide you out of here. I have other things to 
attend to. Best of luck.” Without another word, he turned to Gaspordu where he lay. He leaned 
down, put his face over Gaspordu’s, and breathed into the unconscious, possibly dead president’s 


nostril. Then he stood back. 
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Gaspordu opened his eyes. Uneasily, he clambered to his feet. “Buhh... Barry? Where 


are we? What universe, what timeline is this?” 


“We’re in a mixed-up dimension,” explained Barry. “Follow Jazzy Gecko over there. 


He can explain everything to you. I’ve got to go speak with someone.” 


“Stop number two,” said Jazzy quietly. 


Barry turned to the desk, lifted it up on one side and tipped it over nonchalantly, 
scattering papers, office supplies and metal-dust. There was a trapdoor underneath. Barry 
stepped onto the ladder, and turning, he said “Thank you, Jazzy Gecko. I hope you’ll join us at 
Club Bizarre sometime. You know where it is.” Then he descended the narrow hole, out of 
sight, down into darkness. He descended. The ladder came to an end, and Barry turned in the 
confined space to slide open the door for a small elevator. He got inside, shut the door behind 
him. A single electric light right above his head gave off a red glow. It felt like being in a mine. 
Barry scanned the buttons. He wanted the lowest — level one hundred and eight. He pressed the 


button. The elevator began its rattling descent. 


Small eye-level slits in the old rusted-metal elevator let the passenger get a brief, narrow 
look at what was passing. As Barry descended, he got brief, narrow peaks at wondrous sights. 
Level sixteen seemed to be a giant lab where huge genetically-engineered monsters were kept. 
Level twenty-three was some kind of crystal cave-city that didn’t seem primarily designed for 
human habitation. Level thirty-four was coated in ice for some reason, with strange glyphs on 
the walls. Level forty looked like an orgy of incredible pleasures. Level fifty-six appeared to be 
the center for a think-tank run by big-brain plants. Level seventy-one looked like incredibly 


ancient ruins, as if a subterranean civilization had built there long before the rest of the facility. 
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Level eighty-five seemed mostly underwater, with odd golden sea creatures moving about — were 
they an intelligent race or the pests of the area? Level ninety-nine and one hundred were taken 
up by a single towering underground city, the towers of which reached into artificial methane 
clouds. Barry was acutely aware that plumbing all the wonders of this underground world would 


be an occupation for multiple lifetimes. 


At last, the elevator rattled to a halt — he had arrived at floor one hundred and eight. 


He stepped out, onto the top of the sky’s clouds. As above, so below. As below, so 
above. By some spatial-folding trick, Barry was now high above the Earth, in the Kingdom of 


Heaven. 


A winged angel, golden harp stuffed under the crook of his muscular arm, strode towards a 


wandering Barry. “Excuse me, sir. Do you have an appointment?” 


“Absolutely not,” said Barry. “Where’s God 2.0?” 


The angel rifled around in his robe, pulling out a bulky walkie-talkie. He clicked the 


button, beginning to ramble off a bunch of code-jargon into it. 


“Put that away, Gabe,” a voice from behind said. “We don’t need to make a scene 


here.” 


Barry looked. 


Glory and trembling. 
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For a moment, the radiance was totally, maddeningly blinding. And it seemed that the 
light of creation was shining forth, there in that space of blue sky above the clouds. It seemed 
that a motive force of creation so beautiful, so majestic, so terrible, was shining on Barry, that it 
could strip the flesh from his bones with the pure radiance of its blinding heavenly light. Then 
Barry looked again, and he was nearly blinded for good. And he saw the majesty of countless 
ages of order and elegance. He saw the worldcrafting omniscient power of an all-encompassing 
Fatherly Love. The older Man’s skin seemed made of sunbeams, and the voices of the souls of 
doves cried out from the fabric of His robe. His brow held the cosmic knowledge of good-and- 
evil, held it as if to hold that burden on behalf of all of creation. His mighty white beard flowed 
ina bounty. And His hands, His arms, His chest, His haunches, His legs, His thews, His whole 
body, each-and-every tiniest part, as Barry’s eyes adjusted, became part of a clear picture. These 
were not just muscles cobbled together by the Hadean Legion. If this was indeed God 2.0, it was 
a perfect copy of the original. For the muscles Barry saw before him were the basis of every 
wrestler in every universe. These weren’t just “really powerful,” just another set of “impressive 
guns.” These were the blueprint, the ultimate ideal, after which everything else, literally every 


set of muscles ever developed, had striven. 


Barry looked into the eyes, and he saw everything. He saw flood and catastrophe, 
bountiful crops and new beginning. He saw the Old Testament World. And he saw sternness, 
and jealousy, and love of family, and perseverance. And he saw a compassion for all sentient 
beings deeper than any he’d ever known. But it was Marred. Tainted. And what was so 
dangerous about that Taint, was that it was a Taint that wouldn’t except its existence, that 
wouldn’t bear criticism or even input of-any-sort. That Taint needed to be the Father, the Boss, 


the Lord of Heaven and Earth at-all-times. It couldn’t be vulnerable. Not even for a second. It 
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was the kind of bossiness that would have an underling go show vulnerability in its stead, when 
it needed to — and then forsake that underling when it couldn’t handle it any longer — all without 
ever admitting fault. The kind that would leave its underlings to soak up all the blame about 
problems in the system it presided over, without ever making significant moves to address those 
shortcomings. The kind that, when such systemic corruption became too great to ignore, would 
actually strategically die- leaving everyone else to pick up the mess left by its rampaging 
followers — and retreat to stay with its friends in Hell, where nobody was looking for it, only to 
return when it had judged things to have blown over, and set up shop again, with the same 


systems in place, as if nothing had happened. 


Barry scanned the aura. He stopped. It was all-over-the-place. This was the Guy, 


alright. 


“Hello, God,” Barry said, just barely containing a scowl in his voice. 


“Hello, Barry,” The Lord of All Creation chirped brightly. 


“Level with me, God. Are You the same Guy that did the massacre-by-flood where You 
had Noah in the boat? The same Guy who showed Ezekiel about flying-saucers? There is no 


actual God 2.0, is there?” Barry knew the answer — he was just testing. 


“So good of you to come up here,” said God, ignoring the line-of-questioning. “I 
know you’ve been doing a lot of good work down there, and have learned a lot of new 


things. Up here, we’re just trying to build a better tomorrow.” 


“So why are You utilizing CentralGov? Why make the same mistakes?” 
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“Barry. You of-all-people know that you can’t make an omelet without breaking 


some eggs.” 


“That’s sheer diversionary-tactics, Goddie.” 


“Don’t call me that. Barry. Please. I know you’ve been under a lot of pressure 


lately. I have a forgiving personality-type, you know that. 


“But try to understand that what we’re doing here is not simple. It’s not some cut- 
and-dry formula I can just roll off to you in the space of a paragraph. There are countless 
believers down there on Earth, people and families, and most-of-all, those without family; 
lost, lonely and wandering since the Monotheistic Era drew to a close. We didn’t want it to 
happen that way. However hard you try to manage, for all the responsibility you want to 
take, there are always gonna be factors outside anyone’s control. I know I’m in an unusual 
situation. Nobody else is the One True God presiding over everything. I’m going to be 


held to a higher standard, that’s natural. 


“But there are factors even I can’t control in a universe like this. I stand for order. 
In a dimension set up around entropy, that means I’m always having to swim upstream. 
And systems decay. All systems. But there are too many lost believers out there, sheep 
who’ve strayed into dark and dangerous paths. They’re not learning navigation anytime 
soon, Barry. I have presided over countless generations of believers. I have the experience. 
And for those of Faith, it’s been much too long. They’ve been waiting for this time. If 
CentralGov helps get the word out faster, if it’s the best method at-hand, why make the 


sheep wait longer? Why niggle over every detail? Let me take care of all that. 


“Have Faith, Barry. Have Faith.” 
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God finished His spiel. And with the last “Faith,” He spread His arms. And a warm, 
loving radiance offered the most complete sense of security imaginable. But it was more than 
just a codependent bid for simpering Daddy-protection. Barry saw that in God, at least in the 
mood He was in right now, there was real peace. He saw that God, for all His numerous faults, 
did know love, defined it even - that even when He came up short, letting His values slip up, or 
simply ignoring blindspots in said-values, He was still really trying to do the very best by His 
followers, that He only wanted His people to prosper. Barry saw, and he understood. He 
understood how hard it could be sometimes, how unforgiving it could feel to be a father, let 
alone Father of Creation. He saw the love, the compassion even, and he knew that God’s 
followers were thirsty. They were thirsty as heck for a long, cool drink of their One, the 
Godmeister, the One who could come down and show them the love that they desired and 
deserved. And Barry wanted that to be able to happen for them. He wanted to give them that 


freedom, that joy, that glory, that love, that Peace. 


But not like this. Not like this. 


Barry pointed his finger at God. 


“Listen, God. I know all that. Don’t You think I know that already? I didn’t come here 
for no good reason. You’re supposed to be omniscient, and I think You do know a thing-or-two. 
So You tell me, Pal. Would I just drop in here out of a punk sense of mischief, just to mess 


around and try to get Your goat? Would I be starting all this without a damn good reason? 


“T’m insulted, my Lord. I’m insulted. 


“You dodge town, dead for a turbulent age, peace-out without so much as a word. Then 


You come back. But You don’t just pop back in and bring some closure and transparency and 
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explanation. You work with Hell, who You still tell all the normies You’re totally against and 
have nothing to do with — it’s okay, I know they have delicate constitutions, things are 
complicated — okay, You work closely with Hell, and now Hell’s skipped town, and out-of-the- 
picture entirely. Goodbye to any chance of clarity from over-that-way. And You set back up, 


same shit as before, and want people to just forget anything ever happened. 


“So far, I’m completely with You. No-problem-at-all. 


“But now, You’re funding a corrupt organization. And they’re hurting innocent people, 
believer-or-otherwise, apparently on Your behalf. Now you listen up, G-Man — You listen, and 


You listen good — “ 


Barry felt the energy surge through his veins. His hair became frazzled, curling as if 
caught in a grease-fire, popping out of his head in great plumes like smoke. His left leg began 
moving up-and-down, up-and-down, completely unconscious, in a steady rhythm. A unit of 
angels was gathering, readying their trumpets. Barry felt the surging energy, almost too much to 
bear, and from some unknowable well of souls, a steady Doo-wop rhythm began to emanate, to 
pulsate, covering every square centimeter of the Kingdom of Heaven, overcoming Barry with the 


power of its Sass. 


“Now, listen-up, Goddie...” 


The Doo-wop rhythm surged about him, and the motion of his leg became more pronounced, 


falling into the groove of the rhythm, pulling his body along with it. He was nearly bent-double 
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with the excruciating ecstasy of the Soulforce which was permeating his being to its very core. 


With titanic effort, he stood up straight, leg bobbing steadily — shook the frizzy jungle that was 


his hair from out of his eyes — and began stepping steadily towards God, with a gaze that set the 


heavens on fire. Without a trace of hesitancy, the gathering angels began to blow their trumpets, 


fitting their short, sharp notes into a perfect Doo-wop harmony. 


And Barry sang. 


“Now you listen here, Mr. Goddie-pants... 
Heh... 
You think You can just go ‘round, actin’ funny? 
You wanna give these corrupt peoples all Ya money? 

We believed in Ya, and we kept giving You a second chance 
Looks like You’re up to those same ol’ tricks, without givin’ it a glance 
Well I know You think, You think, You think 
That You can just walk out and do as You please 
And EEEEEEEEEEverybody is just gonna fall to their knees 
Maybe it’s what You’re used to, well You’ve been spoiled rotten 


I’m gonna ask You, I’m gonna ask You, I’m gonna ask You, Ooooooo000hhhhhhh- 


oh 
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To listen to some wisdom that I’ve gotten 


Because when You got no account-a-bil-i-ty 


It’s a problem for both You and for me. 


The whole world, this planet, this little globe, they love You 


Every night the little children are praying and dreaming of You 


It seems like we keep buying into it, that You gonna change Your ways 


And we’ll just wake up and see You own up one-a’-these-days 


Well, You got me tired out, Goddie, that’s all I gotta say 


And I’m so tired of Your fool-actin’, Your double-crossin’ Your lyin’ spyin’ 


Shucks, that I can’t even pray, can’t even, can’t even pray 


Because, Goddie, when You got no account-a-bil-i-ty 


It’s a problem for both You and for me. 


When You, you know this, got no account-a-bil-i-ty 


It’s a problem for both You and for me. 


Won’t you see this, when You got no account-a-bil-i-ty 
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It’s a problem for both You, You, You, and for me, me, 


For me, look at me, listen to me, why not try an 


listen to someone other than Yourself for a change Goddie! 


SHOOMP. 


A climactic, powerful downbeat resounded across the heavens, and Barry stood with his 
head cocked in ultimate sass, hair at point of critical frazzle, hands palm-outwards on his hips in 
a dancerly manner. The angels looked up from their trumpets in shock. And it was clear that 


nothing could ever be the same again. 


It was clear that nothing could ever be the same again. 


“Check your privilege, God.” 


“T was hoping it wouldn’t come to this, Barry” 


“Stop funding the Central Government project, God.” 


“You know I can’t do that for you, Barry.” 


“You don’t have to make this difficult for both of us.” 


“T can’t just let a mortal tell me what to do. That’s not how this works. I’m quite 


firm in my position. And I see you’re firm in yours.” 


God ripped His robe open to the waist, flexing His heavenly thews. 
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“But if it’s a fight you’re after, Barry, I’m always game. You think you can take me 


on?” 


“T might’ve guessed this was what You wanted.” Barry cracked his knuckles. “I’m 


ready.” 


“Good. I was hoping you’d say that — it’s been too long since I’ve had a good one- 
on-one brawl. And Barry — whatever happens, remember this. I consider fighting with 


you to be an honor, you son-of-a-bitch.” 


40. Jazzy Endings 


God rushed forward. And there was no halting that rush. It was the rush of the heavens, the 
Hammer of Thor, the Tide of the Ages. God rushed, and the force of the Heavens rushed with 
Him. The sky cracked open. Across the world, doves inexplicably took panicked flight. 
Satellites, a top-secret technology still unknown to the commonfolk of that undreamt-of time, 


were jostled from their orbits. The cycle of the tides was messed up. 


In Jacques Imorns Inn and Saloon, the former town drunk was enjoying a sodapop. 
Suddenly, for no apparent reason, suds started to squirt from his nose. He looked at the glass 
bottle. “I gotta give this stuff up,” he said, throwing it over his shoulder. “Rots yer teeth.” The 
former sheriff, now delusional and walking by on his “daily rounds” to “inspect” the whiskey, 


tripped and fell comically. (You had to be there.) 


On the Bayou, the Gatortribes were gathered around as their leaders were busily engaged 


in wrestling giant alligators. Cheering was erupting. Suddenly, in the water all around, hidden 
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bubbles of pressure all rose to the surface at once, popping noisomely in a massive release of 
noxious swampgas. The gators, shocked by the odor, slipped from the chieftains’ grasps and ran 
off in an effort to escape the smells’ foul sphere of influence. The Gatortribers scrunched up 
their faces, waving their hands in front of their noses. “Eeww, that nastay,” they could be heard 
to say. “Puts a real dahmper on t’he fun. I’ze done fo’ t’e day anyhoo - gots ta gits bak tee they 
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wifes and chillerins!” And taking their catches with them, they returned to spend quality time 
with their families — an experiment so successful, it would be repeated on numerous future 


occasions. 


In Neooiseaux, every crow in the city cawed and flew into the air at the same time, 
startling the residents. The noise was so loud it reached into the insulated realms of the casinos, 
suddenly jolting the former T Town boys from their one-armed-bandit-induced trances. “Huh... 
Where are we?” they asked, looking at each other in wonder, then ogling one-another’s and their 
own breasts. “We been gambling for weeks now! We gotta get back to T Town, and show these 


puppies off to everyone!” 


On the Galvanite boardwalk, old attractions that had been closed for years, considered 
inoperable and beyond repair, suddenly lit up with gay carnivalesque lights. A merry-go-round 
that was thought a mere decorative relic, began to sing and spin merrily. People from all across 


town rushed with their children to see the strange spectacle. 


In the slums of West Pueblos City, the dogs let out a crazed racket. They really were 
going after it. They yowled. They yowled like there was a sky packed with full moons. Finally, 
so great was their yelping and howling, that it drove the crooks, the scumbags, the pimps and 
pushers and fiends of the dark allies, into a maddened frenzy themselves. Clutching their heads, 


eyes bulging, the immoral scum ran from the dogs and from the city, disappearing into the 
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desert, never to be seen again. Rumors told of a town of crooks far out in the wilderness — others 
said that they were all eaten by coyotes — and some said that they simply went to other towns. In 


a world such as this, anything was possible. 


In muscle beach, the lifters began to show strange symptoms. Almost all, in the middle 
of sick reps that were having them feeling the positive gains, were forced to pause to confront a 
bout of gaseousness. Dark legends tell that so great were the stomach-churnings, that in some 
locations, mighty lifters actually took big accidental dumps right there on the bench. Mothman 
quieted such speculation, and the rest of the day was taken off as a rest day. Later, the lifters 


who were there would tell of it as boring at first, but surprisingly refreshing in the end. 


Along the Great Pacific Coast, the waves were gigantic. The surferdudes were ecstatic at 
the incredible board-times they were able to achieve, and in celebration, sales of dateshakes 


skyrocketed that evening. 


In the Great Red Woods, Jazzy Gecko had just arrived, with Gaspordu and Phil with his 
Dawg Boys - due to the difference in the operation of time inside versus outside of heaven, it had 
been two weeks from when Barry stepped off on floor one hundred and eight. The group was 
sitting around sipping tea after a tiring journey, when the water in their cups began to show 


ripples, as of some great impact far-off. “It’s happening,” Jazzy said. 


In the dusty valleys around the Yolanda Inn and Suites, the Eo cultists were busily 
thwacking away at each other, with no end in sight, their ludicrous costumes accumulating more 
musty funk-odor by the day. Suddenly, the dust rose even-higher, swirling around the land in 
wild dust-satans of malevolent fury. Many a garish wig, tacky ornament and cheap rag was 


swept off the wearer and high up into the air, to float above the world in a display of dust and 
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trash. “You know,” one man could be heard to say, “I don’t think I need that wig anymore 
anyway.” “Yeah!” responded the leader of the yellows, who was now doing quite well in the 
tournament. “It’s almost not fun at this point. Who needs all the body-shaming?” This puzzled 
the crowd, who were uncertain what the term “body-shaming” referred to. However, it was felt 
that it sounded like something to be avoided — who likes shame? — and in the end, as the dust 
swirled in a melancholy glide back down, it was decided that everyone at that years’ legendary 
Eo would be declared a winner, sharing the victory between all eighty-five-thousand participants. 
Yolanda, upon hearing the news, wondered if she had made enough money yet to sell the inn and 
move somewhere else. She’d have to carefully go over her books, but it looked good — she 


might be there financially! She might! 


And in the GAC, Chuck Dazzlar was lying in his bed, thinking of mammectomy. He 
needed to take back his life. He hadn’t asked for these. He munched on a wafer, sipping his 
bedside tea. Suddenly, there was a burst like a supersonic anomaly, and his wafer broke into 
pieces, scattering all over his cleavage, at the same time that a spurt of tea flew out of his cup and 
landed splat onto his right nipple. Oh curses, this was the kind of thing... he began brushing the 
crumbs off... wait. He hadn’t meant to give himself these. At that time, he had meant to give 
them to someone else — against their will — and if his plan had gone through, that person 
wouldn’t just be inconvenienced by big titties, they might be dead. That was the person he had 
been. He couldn’t forget that. He couldn’t just brush away the past. These puppies were here to 
remind him of the person he’d been, the person who was a part of who he was today, and of all 
the privilege he had, to be able to just get a mammectomy, or nearly any operation, at the drop of 


ahat. No. He couldn’t just turn his back on that truth, that T, couldn’t just sweep it under the 
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rug. He needed to man up, to own up to his privilege and his past of abusing it, if he was ever 


hoping to grow as a wrestler and as a person. The tits were part of who he was — they stayed. 


And in the lovely T Town, out among the Great Central Plains, in the middle of the day, 
without knowing quite what influenced it, people began to pray. But it was a different prayer 
than normal. They weren’t just praying for wellness or forgiveness or loved-ones or wish- 
fulfillment. They were praying for accountability. And the prayer spread. It spread out of T 
Town and all across the Central Plains region. In hardy farmsteads, sturdy folk who were 
engaged in important midday work dropped to their knees and prayed for accountability. The 
wave of prayer spread across the United States, to every corner of that great nation. It spread 
north, to the mercurial tundra, and south, across the cosmic dust-plains. In deep forests far, far 
south, and on high mountains, they prayed. Across the ocean, and around the world, they 
prayed. And none knew what brought it on, but still, still the incantations rose to the heavens. In 
mighty Asiatic mountain-ranges, cosmic hobos stamped the mystic sign of accountability upon 
they wrinkled and knowing brows, and chanted and prayed with legendary prayer-power, on 
behalf of all the world. And it was all the world that was praying now, through every corner of 
the globe, every nook-and-cranny of that swirling, diaphanous blue-and-green planet, like a 
magical teardrop against the backdrop of cosmic night. They prayed. They prayed. They 


prayed. 


Accountability. 


God rushed in. If Barry hadn’t had the power of Jazzy Jayhawk — the power that had been his all 


along — he likely would have been vaporized. If Jazzy Jayhawk alone had gone up against that 
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onrush, he likely would have been thrown into outer space, spinning and drifting helplessly, or 
have been plunged into the ground miles below. The rift in heaven was opening wider beneath 
the battlers. Barry crossed his arms and met God’s attack, and the impact was such that it sent 


them both careening through the air. 


God regained His balance first. Rushing through the air towards Barry, He came up and 
landed a swift left hook to his unguarded belly. God then took His right fist and knocked Barry’s 
chin with a merciless right uppercut that sent a tooth flying. As Barry started to tumble away 
from the force of the impact, God quickly landed a spinning roundhouse kick to the midsection, 


further accelerating Barry’s wild tumble through the air. 


The tremendous pain sharpened Barry’s alertness. God was tough — you don’t get that 
kind of rep for no reason. He needed to act. He got his balance, halted the tumble. God was 
closing in hot. Barry breathed in, geared up his limbs, and flipped around, letting fly an 
oversized spinning axe kick. God couldn’t avoid it. He put up His world-shaping arms to block 
the descending appendage, but it struck so savagely that it knocked the crossed arms onto His 
cranium and set Him to flipping around helplessly. As God flipped face-forward over and over, 
His numb arms at His sides, Barry floated up from under and brought up a right fist flaming with 
energy. It connected, a resounding uppercut that detonated in the center of the Almighty’s face. 
Now it was God’s turn to spin helplessly, His face scrunched up in pain, nose bleeding. He spat 


a tooth. 


“Me-damn-it, Barry,” God said as He brought Himself to a halt in the air, grinning 


savagely. “You just have to make this fun, don’t you?” 
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The two rushed together, and this time, God hit Barry in the face in the same instant that 
Barry punched God in the gut. Both recoiled from the blows. Both were quickly back in. God 
kneed Barry in the groin as Barry jabbed his elbow down on God’s head. This time after 


recoiling, they took longer to recover. Both fighters were looking the-worse-for-wear. 


Barry felt like he was going to throw up at any moment. He felt like Joe Frazier must 
have felt in the “Thrilla in Manila.” He spat a bloody glob. God was wiping blood from His 


chin, from where His lip had started to bleed. This was getting ridiculous. 


It was time to finish this. 


Once again, Barry and God rushed together. This time, they came to grips, locking 
fingers in a primordial wrestling confrontation. Space thrummed. Clouds swirled around the 
area as if caught in a hurricane. On the ocean surface miles below, a giant whirlpool developed. 
The spot would become known, in a thousand universes, as the “Bermuda Triangle.” In the 
atmosphere above, the stars shown clear in midday, appearing closer than they actually were, 
through some odd magnification effect. The thrumming intensified. The combatants struggled, 
implacable. A sphere of burning aura was developing around them, smoldering with mighty 


cosmic energies. They grappled. 


Space thrummed, and the powerful aurasphere was burning through reality itself. In the 
ocean below, the whirlpool began to boil, and great clouds of watervapour flowed out from the 
region in all directions. The swirling clouds on the perimeter around the fight began to shoot out 
lightning. Above, the stars burned brighter, stoked to greater heat by the occurrences above the 


Earth. 
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God had a hold on Barry — or was it Barry that had a hold on God? Suddenly, the sphere 
burst. The pair was spiraling, careening, plummeting through the air, sending shockwaves in all 
directions. Out on the Great Delta Bayou, a crane doing its afternoon reps looked up to see a 
meteor streaming hot through the air. People all across the south noticed. And the meteor flew. 
It flew, losing altitude, but not losing intensity. It flew high over the dismal trees of the Dank 
Woods. Exiting Jacques Imorns, the former-town drunk looked up. “Is there two fellers in that 
comet? Ho-boy... I must be getting one of them sodypop sugar-deliriums! Better go lie down.” 


The flying object lost more height, speeding along. 


Finally, over T Town, it crashed. 


With an anticlimactic thud, God and Barry both hit the ground together, rolling, rolling 
over the ground and over one-another. God came to a stop lying flat on His back, scuffed and 
sore, breathing heavily. Barry rolled a ways longer, and finally came to a halt, partway-propping 
himself shakily on his elbows in the yellow autumn grass, before lying all the way down as if to 
hibernate. For a prolonged time, the two lay as if they had no plans on arising, as if it were the 
most carefree thing in the world simply to lay in the dead grass on a brisk, refreshing autumn T 


Town afternoon. 


They lay in the grass. They had earned their rest. 


After awhile, God opened His eyes and stirred. Barry rolled slowly onto his side. Limbs 
aching, with much accompanying gasping and groaning, the two rose to their feet. Barry leaned 
his hands against his knees for a moment, looking at God. God was in the exact same posture. 


They slowly straightened their backs, collecting their balances and their wits, and strolled 
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towards one another. God started chuckling. And Barry found it was contagious. He caught the 


chuckle-bug too, and soon, they were both laughing. And then they were howling with mirth. 


They looked into one-another’s eyes, leaning their arms against one-another momentarily 
to steady themselves. Then, the laughter died back down, the mirth leveled off. All that was left 


was appreciation. 


“I hate to do it,” said God. “It’s hard to back down from another commitment. But 


I’m gonna have to find a way to let CentralGov down easy, and cut off the funding.” 


Barry offered God an earnest gaze. “Those guys don’t give a shit about You or what You 


stand for. I know it’s hard, but it’s the right thing to do.” 
“Yeah. Yeah, I guess so.” 
The pair stood, at a loss for words. 


“Well,” said God, “When you’ve got my job, there’s always something to take care 


of. I’m heading out. You take care of yourself. And Barry.” 
“Yeah?” 
“Don’t get rusty on me. This is not the end.” 
Before Barry could even respond, God strode off into the distance. 


The rumors were true, thought Barry. He was everything they said He’d be. But how 
many more mistakes can we afford? He would have to keep his eye on developments. God was 
right — this was far from the end. It was only the beginning. What would Barry do next? What 


now? 
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Barry walked in the opposite direction. At the edge of the grass, there was a path. 
Copses of giant bamboo reeds stuck up on either side. Green vines grew over everything. They 
covered the ground. They climbed along the scraggly trees, leaves bursting with autumn color, 
and snaked along the large brown rope-vines. Popping out from the ground-covering of vines 
and fallen leaves were occasional patches of small, colorful flowers in the shape of five- and six- 
pointed stars. These were the woods that Barry had been thinking of, the woods that he had been 
dreaming of all through his travels. He admired the natural beauty, as was the wont of all 


scholars, all gentlepeople. 


Barry walked the path. 
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1. Dark Avenue Dweller 


Vampiro Stan lay in the darkness, cursing. Abandoned by evil! Abandoned by life!! 


Abandoned. 


The street was quiet now. The miserable coughing of that bum had ceased some time 
ago. The wretch must have either staggered off somewhere else, or finally fallen into drunken 
unconsciousness. Stan savored the silence. Silence is golden, thought Stan. Silence is the only 
refuge. The Silence of the Grave, the only right worth fighting for. How dare that coughing 
bum, that cunt, that filth, that fuckwad ass-stain piece of shit, how dare he. Interrupt the 
tranquility of the silence with his phlegmy blasphemies. That fuck. That absolute scum, low, 
nothing turd-cunt bastard SCUM, how dare he — how dare he. When I get my hands on that 
bums’ neck, I'll squeeze until the eyeballs pop from the head. I’m gonna take my frying pan and 
turn his scalp, brains and skull into a red mist — I'll pound and pound until this noxious red mist 


is away from my eyes, my soul - how dare he — how dare he... 


Stan couldn’t sleep. He was faulting the sickly bum for his insomnia. But while the bum 
was still hacking-up-a-storm, Stan had forgotten about him. And Stan had gotten lost in the 
catatonic world of his own callous musings. These days, it was all too common of an 
occurrence. It seemed that, more than residing in this dismal, damp first-floor dive accessed 


from this obscure dark alleyway, Stan now resided in the dismal world of his musings. 


To appearances, to the limited understanding of the outside world, Stan appeared to sleep 
a minimum of twelve hours a day. Yet he had bags under his eyes. Sleep and catatonic musings 
are two very different things. For the rest that Stan got from his catatonia, he may as well have 


been doing jumping jacks. That monstrous-strong man somehow grew stronger and tougher as 
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he lay there, as if his body obeyed physiological laws other than the human. He was his own 
singular breed, a sort of man-beast that lazed its days away, not out of weakness, but to conserve 


its energy for some vital moment. 


What vital moment? In Stan’s present life, there was nothing vital — only smoldering 
resentment, white hot rage — and, more than all that, dim specters. It was a dark world, a world 
Stan knew he had wrought for himself. He couldn’t control his feelings towards others, those 
helpless bystanders of the train wreck that was this society, this spectacle of a world of 
meaningless civility and trivial little greed. Stan couldn’t help but resent their weakness. He 
couldn’t help but condemn it. He needed a target for his feelings, it felt like the feelings 


themselves demanded it. And suddenly, from not too far off, there it was... 


Hack! Hack! Blechh!! \t was coming closer, that pitiable sound, that comical, tragic, 


pathetic, hapless, pitiable, pitiable sound. And closer. Ahh-HAAACK! 


Closer... Now it was here. 


It was right outside. The bum, in the bottomless audacity of his corrupt innocence, had 
circled back around, likely not even cognizant he had just been here. He was now directly beside 


Stan’s door. 


Hoooooorchh! “Ahhh-“ Snifff. 


Stan’s heinously mighty limbs stirred. He groggily pulled on a pair of shorts lying on the 
floor besides the bed. Not bothering with a shirt, he got up, staggering slightly at first, and 
without lighting a candle or even yanking on the electronic lamp, he opened his front door and 


peeked out. 


444 


The bum was even more pitiable to see than he was to hear. Perhaps five feet total in 
height, maybe a bit less, with a dark-red button nose and flabby lips and jowl, he leaned forlornly 
against the wall. His face was only just visible by the light of a far-off lamp out on the street, a 
street rarely patrolled by the constabulary of Neooiseaux (that city of countless crimes and 
infinite criminality,) a street which was, itself, already forlorn, but seemed practically a cheery 
promise of high society compared to this dismal, unlit alleyway. The night was foggy. Stan 


estimated it must have been around two in the morning. 


Snigggg-fl. 


“Hey, friend,” said Stan. “I’m sorry to bother ya, but I’m trying to get a little sleep here, 
and I have a hard time going under with all that noise. If it’s all the same, would you mind- ya 
know- taking it somewhere else?” Stan punctuated this flamboyantly false courtesy with a shark- 
like grin which, in that place, in that light, would have sent a sane man scampering as if 


firecrackers had been placed in his trousers. 


Sniiiiiiff. The bum elicited no clear response. 


“Hey buddy! I’m talking to you!” 


Silence. Then, Haaaaack. 


Stan walked up to the bum. He stood directly in front of him. He bent his thick neck and 


looked down at him. “BUUUUUDY. I’M TALKING TO YOU.” 


The bum looked up, and it was clear that there was no understanding in those eyes. The 
light was on. Yet it was a hollow light, without warmth — and deep within those glassy orbs, no 


inhabitant resided. The bum stared in this manner, and his flabby lips puckered, as if in imitation 


445 


of the duck, common inhabitant of that marshy part of the world. Without warning, a horrid grey 
discharge began to squirt from between those puckered lips, in a steady fountain. It was as if the 
fellow had been storing an inexhaustible supply of chewing tobacco spit, ferreting it away in 
some deep pocket inside him, awaiting just such a moment. And all the horrid fluid was 
splashing onto Stan’s big, broad, steel-hard, and totally exposed chest. It was splashing in 


sluggish plops, and then dripping ickily downwards. It was a nauseating sight. 


Stan was only shocked into complacency for a bare millisecond. He grabbed the bum’s 
scrawny left arm with both hands, griping it near the shoulder with the left, and just past the 
elbow-joint with the right. In this way, he forced the bum’s arm to remain stiff, preventing him 
from wriggling free as Stan dragged him along, out of the alley and into the street. All the 
wriggling was transferred to the rest of the bum’s body, which lashed around behind like a squid 
in the throes of a seizure. Stan, unruffled, with businesslike efficiency, dragged the bum into the 
alley on the other side of the street. This alley was deeper, darker, without any remote sign of 
habitation, or habitability. Deep within the shadows, the incessant buzzing of flies could be 
heard. At the end of the alley was a massive mound of trash, so filthy even the roaches were 
wary of it, due to the intense territorial competition it inspired among area pests. It was a filth 
battleground. Getting an even firmer grip on the bums’ shoulder, Stan spun around once, twice, 
thrice, and flung him like a discuss, sending his limp form whirling high into the air. With butt 
poking upwards, the bum glided into the shadows of the alleyway’s end, where he disappeared 


with a grotesque PLOP and an excited chorus of buzzing and scurrying sounds. 


“?M A MEXICAN JEW, MOTHERFUCKER!!” Stan shouted wildly. 


Overwrought, tired at last, he walked back across the street, absently wiping his hand 


across his soiled chest. He went back inside, closed the door, walked, in the dark, to the little 
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kitchen alcove. He wiped his chest off with a dirty dishrag. Reaching into the fridge, he grabbed 
and ate a piece of raw, unpeeled ginger, quickly followed by a whole habanero pepper. Belching 


lightly, he walked back to his bed, lay down. And slept. 


And slept. 


Even in genuine sleep, Stan couldn’t escape his musings. Could this unconscious mental 


blathering pass for “dreams”? He supposed so. 


He mused. He mused on how he had ended up here. He’d been running the usual 
wrestling circuits, tired of the slog, looking for any change of pace. Word had come down the 
wire, he’d forgotten where he first heard it, that the Chromedome, foremost sporting arena for 
the Deep Southlands and storied site in the history of wrestling, had needed help. Previously one 
of the best venues in the nation outside of the Great Lakes Region, it was languishing under poor 
management. Nobody wanted to be stuck with such the task of having to babysit a bunch of 
corrupt and/or incompetent local officials. But the pay was good. And, the true reason Stan had 
agreed to this undignified glorified-janitorial position — he had wanted to get in on the Darksider 
scene that was always booming down in Neooiseaux. Neooiseaux, city of crows, redoubtable 
haunt of the acolytes of night magic of every variety, had called to him with its gossamer 
promises of forbidden revelation, as it had to so many others, down through the ages of its moist 


and mossy existence. 


He hadn’t then realized that the forces of Darkness had abandoned his soul, never to 
return. The fight between different subcultures for legitimacy and authenticity within the 


Darksider scene was heating up, and at first, Stan was happy for the distraction. He had firmly 
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fallen into the anti-traditionalist camp. Fuck Satan. Fuck all that oldschool Hell shit, all that 
dumb pitchfork-shaking nonsense with the goofy little red capes. That stuff was good for a 
campy laugh, good for a bit of nostalgia, every so often. But if anything, the absence of the 
Hadean Consortium from Stans’ soul made things even more exciting, made him even gladder 
that he was in a place like Neooiseaux at a time like this, when every black horizon felt wide- 


open. 


Now, lying there, Stan couldn’t imagine how he could have gotten remotely excited over 
any of that trifling stuff. Paltry, meager, witlessly tacky, offering next to nothing, these were the 
vibes he got, on this hazy night, when thinking about the prancing, preening Darksider socialites, 
who got by on gossip and whatever breadcrumbs of praise they could wrangle from their micro- 
communities. It didn’t matter what specific subculture-of-the-night you chose, they were all 
alike. All children, all guided by their own petty insecurities. There was no real diablery, no 
true dark powers to be had where such types congregated, he saw soon enough. The real 
question was why he hadn’t seen it immediately. But his mind had been distracted. He had been 


working through something. And whatever that something was, he was working through it still. 
The Satan stuff wasn’t the problem. It never really had been. 
What was? 
Abandoned... But if not by Hell, by what? 


Before heading down here, he had checked with Garcia, his partner in tag team wrestling, 
thinking he might want to get in on the action. It was more politeness than anything — Garcia 
was a pal, but Stan was never joined-by-the-hip to the guy. It was good there had been no 


pressure, because Garcia had shown zero interest. He was attached to a woman. Scooped up by 
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some woman, who would control where he went. Stan was glad he didn’t have that kind of 


weakness... 


In the dark of his morose semi-slumber, vile thoughts of sexism and hypocritical double- 
standards floated through Stan’s mind unexamined. He “hated” women, not individually, but as 
a group, a group which he imposed his fictitious rules on — he hated women with all the irrational 
passion of male insecurity. It wasn’t a hate of sadist cruelty or wanton violence, but in some 
sense, it was an even more corrosive, more pernicious, deeper delusion — a gnawing feeling of 
irrational spitefulness that cloaked itself as free-thinking reasoning even while it hobbled Stan’s 


ability to either think freely or see reason. 


Women. They did it for the money. They hobbled your freedom, had you eating out of 
their hand, and they manipulated strong men into weakness. All the evil in Stan’s heart sang. 
Women were the end of so much that was good, for one simple reason, and that was that they 
were the end of freedom, man, the end of freedom. You couldn’t get caught up with one. He 
had “seen” how that chick had made Garcia feel all free and strong and new whenever he was 
around her, even while she was chaining him up, little by little, and making him her “slave”. 


Garcia was just another chump. Stan knew what it was to be free, he told himself. 


Knew what it was to float on the night wind, gliding on wings of terror and hate. To join 
the rabid beasts in the darkness, to feast on the flesh and on the wine-rich blood, was to put one’s 
own flesh and blood on the line. Worlds away from the selfish pettiness of humanity, dude. It 
was sacrifice. Heightened suffering and joy in equal measure, putting everything on the line. 
The discipline of cold steel. Willingness to grow stronger or perish, with the part about 


“perishing” being more than just talk. It was the Gamble, the true Gamble, with true Stakes. 


449 


This stuff wasn’t a game. And no, no woman was never holding him back. He was in 


this, hardcore. This combat, this freedom, this darkness. Hardcore. Hardcore. Hardcore... 


In the depths of the night, Stan was abandoning himself. 


He mused. 


He remembered his father. Remembered going out back, when he was still teeny-tiny, 
and seeing the man twist off the heads of weasels with an effortless flick of his wrist. Badgers, 
ducks, beavers, quail, chachalaca, even the occasional goose — Pappy Vampiro could outsmart 
them, outrun them, catch them and pop their little heads off before they knew what hit ‘em — pop 
them off like he was opening another beer. He was a true woodsman. Without his strength and 
resourcefulness, his children - the “Junior Vampiro Squad of the house,” as Pappy liked to call 
them — could never have grown up so strong themselves. There had been seven kids in total, 
including Stan. He didn’t know where his siblings had gone now, and he didn’t much care. Dale 
was the last he could recall knowing anything about. Some five years ago, maybe more, he had 
somehow learned that Dale was the construction foreman on some project that had run into 
difficulty. Foolishness. Let the old buildings crumble, and let the people simply huddle in their 


ruins. Anything else was busybody nonsense. 


Pappy Vampiro had filled his big burlap sack with carcasses, and in the evenings, 
Mammy Vampiro would make a mouthwatering stew. They had lived deep in the wilderness, far 
from civilization, and critters were always plentiful. Stan now knew that he had grown up on the 
western end of the land maps called “the Great Mystical Southern Desert”. The inhabitants knew 


it by another name — “Home.” Back in those days, his world had been small, small indeed. 
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Then one day, “they” had come, had talked to Pappy Vampiro. Had taken him away. 
The agentes. Those shadowy figures of a mass centralized conspiracy his little mind had shrunk 
from even attempting to comprehend. He didn’t know, would likely never know, what their beef 
had been with Pappy. Their faces, their voices, had betrayed nothing. They had swept in on the 
night wind, and they had arranged for a “hunting accident.” The few other folk who lived 
anywhere nearby, they all knew what really happened. Pappy never hunted at night. But the 
agentes were gone as swiftly and silently as they had arrived. None could lay a finger on them. 


None would dare try. 


To dispose of a man as gallingly powerful as Pappy had been, and to do so seemingly 
without difficulty. Oh, how Stan had envied their power. Even now, he felt that hot envy, 


crawling in his heart. 


And he remembered his Mammy. 


She had never been the same. 


He drifted deeper. His mind was reaching into the depths of dream. 


Dark smoldering flurries of stale psychic torpor scoured the skin of his brain. Yelping 
creatures lay hidden in those deepest depths, covered by the endless weight of repressing brain 
blackness. And something clawed. Something scampered in its slothful semi-sentience. Stan 


felt it, felt the dim, yet momentous, psychic scampering. It scampered. 


His slumbering minds-eye saw the Neooiseaux streets. They branched out in a pageant 


of darkness, like the spreading of some cryptic slime mold. He didn’t give a shit about these 
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streets. Lanes-full-of-losers. And he very much included himself on the loser list — for now. 
But just for now. Jt scampered. And psychic tendrils began to stretch through those avenues of 
atrocity, those boulevards of the Beast. Stan felt them stretch, zooming yet patient, farther and 
fuller throughout that city. He felt them probe. Looking for action. Yes. Yes. He was only 


among the losers for so long as he allowed himself to be. 


And he wasn’t gonna let himself be one for much longer. 


Outside, a voice, an eye, he couldn’t make it out. A watcher, viewing. It was a powerful 


watcher, a watcher with influence, with insight. And it laughed. 


It was laughing at him. 


“Youuu son of a bitch...” Stan rolled around in his sleep. “They all thinks they superior 
to me. Don’t you know who IJ even really am? I have the power. You’hh gonna find out how 


much power I have. Then you’hh be shocked. I have more power... Than...” 


YES, STAN. YOU HAVE MORE POWER THAN YOU CAN IMAGINE. BUT 
DON’T FORGET - MY POWER IS NOTHING TO SNEEZE AT. THE POWER OF THE 


MANTIS IS INCOMPREHENSIBLE. 


The voice viewed Stan with an emotion... incomprehensible. And it just kept laughing. 


He saw his mother by the tree out back, where she always was after her husband died, with the 
carving fork, trying to spear bugs. “I gotta provide for you little babies, while your Pappy is 


away visiting relatives,” she had always said, when Stan had come back from hunting. 
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“Yes, Mammy,” Stan had told his mother, his youthful yet already mighty hand on her 
shoulder. “And to do Paw proud, I went and got some meager hors d’ooeuvres to serve before 


your scrumptious main course.” He would plop down the sack brimming with critter meat. 


“Oh how cute,” Mammy would squeal, eyeing with a crazy side-stare the bag which kept 
the family alive. “Well I’ll just get your cute little offering into a nice little soup, and we can tell 
everyone that Little Stannie contributed something.” It wasn’t ever quite as good of a haul as the 


old man had brought back. How could it be? But it was enough. 


The sight of Stan roaming the land, always with a businesslike gait, was enough to startle 
any who came upon him. There was already a smoldering Hadean aura about him. Even by 
youthful standards, it was remarkable how he seemed able to spend every waking moment with 
completely taut nerves, without ever becoming exhausted or even slowed down by his self- 
imposed condition. On the contrary, he possessed an energy and stamina normally seen in those 
with the healthiest outlooks. But Stan’s outlook was near the opposite end of the spectrum. 
Before the death of his father, he’d been described as a “gloomy” child at best, and more often 
simply as “ornery.” His father had been the only authority who elicited any respect from him, 
this seemingly on account of that man’s prowess and resourcefulness as a woodsman and “man 
of competence,” more than any familial warmth. But though the boy didn’t seem to have a 
normal human inbuilt respect for paternal authority, it was precisely because his respect for his 
father was not something taken for granted, but was earned over time, that it was in some sense 
even more meaningful, stronger, more binding than the bond between normal parent and child. 
If Stan felt tired, if he didn’t feel like listening, he wouldn’t simply take it for granted that he 
could slack off, could rely on being taken care of. Even when he was exhausted, even when his 


bones ached to the marrow, he would try to help Pappy out in any way he could. It was no 
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starry-eyed naivety that brought this about. Stan saw, with clear, unbiased vision, what the man 
was doing for him, and for the family. Everything he did to help Pappy was simultaneously an 


educational opportunity, and a logical payment for services rendered. 


A healthy fraction of this respect extended to Mammy, who also slaved away for the 
family. That was where the respect ended. The rest of humanity would have to earn their 


respect just like anyone. At that time, they were all in arrears. 


When Stan marched through the wilderness about his business, Devil help the woodsman, 
hunter, trapper, bandito, or any other adult figure, who happened upon him and felt compelled to 
express some sentiment of authority. The boy never had to kill anybody in those days, but it was 
damnably close numerous times. His demeanor was morose, his face especially so. Stan was 
never one to strike up a friendly conversation with. He hated the world, hated life, saw no use 
for any of it. God damnit, he really hated people. And the more he thought about it, about the 
death of his father, the madness of his mother, the less he felt shocked by the whole thing. As he 
marched from one hunting spot to the next, grabbing critters before they heard him coming, often 
dashing the contents of their skulls out against the nearest hard object — a swift and merciful 
death, as Pappy had taught him, which didn’t give them a split-second to suffer — the more he 
mused, mused, mused on the things in the world, in life, in reality, the more firm he was in the 
conclusion that he couldn’t allow such events to disturb his equilibrium. “If,” he would think to 
himself, “if, being forced to exist in this miserable shithole we call a ‘world,’ I live for any 
amount of time, and experience even the smallest amount of things, and yet I still can’t see 
things like death and tragedy and injustice coming, see them from a mile away, then the shame 


rests with me and my easily-duped chump brain.” 
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Four years to the day after the agentes arranged the “accident” for Pappy, Mammy 
Vampiro passed away peacefully in her sleep. Stan found her in the morning. Her bony, cold 
hands clutched an old pic of Pappy tightly to her cold dead breast. He picked her up, pic and all, 
and took her carcass out back. He buried her in her nightclothes, right by the tree she had been 
“hunting” at for the past four years, providing the family with food in her own mind. The grave 
was unmarked, and Stan made short work of the task. His eyes were bone dry. He only wished 


there had been something more he could have done for the woman. 


He went back inside. His siblings were getting up. He told them what happened, where 
Mammy was buried. “Make a grave marker if you like. Everything here is yours. I’m not 
taking anything other than my bowie knife and the clothes I’m wearing. I hope you understand, 
by now, how to take care of yourselves.” The siblings didn’t protest, didn’t utter a sound. And 
with that, he was gone, walking out the door and steadily north, with the same gait he had taken 
every day he went out hunting. He didn’t look back. Just like when he went out hunting, he 


didn’t look anywhere but forward. 


When people happened to see him marching across the land, they said, “There goes a 


1? 


fellow off to seek his fortune, and Yabadazzlar help any who get in his way!” His eyes at that 
time were embers of a cryptic determination. His bearing was untouchable. Everyone who laid 


eyes on him assumed he was a grown man in his twenties. 


He was nine years old. 


The psychic slime mold burst from the confines of Neooiseaux, stretching out across the gulf 


waters. Out across waters that were nothing but grey mist. Grey mist. 
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In his dark heart, Stan could feel the creatures that hid in the silt and muck at the bottom. 
Deep in the dark night, deep and deep, they lay hidden, true children of the noisome night. His 
mind glided across the bottom of the dark water, waters that connected with the gulf, and from 
there, with the open ocean. Neooiseaux existed in a strange alcove. It was an alcove place, a 
liminal place, always transitioning even when it appeared to stay the same, always revealing 
strange futures even as normative minds only saw ghosts of the past within its clammy walls. 
Stan found the traditional “Neooiseaux atmosphere” tawdry and overrated, yet he couldn’t 
pretend the place held no interest for him beyond his ambitions, that there wasn’t something 
beyond the towns’ superficial, commodified outer garb. No, it wasn’t just tacky romanticism. 
This was a World City, a Town of Destiny, though, for some strange reason, he was annoyed to 


have to admit it. 


Neooiseaux. The people of this medium sized stain of a town flashed like dreary 
minnows into the vortex of Stan’s mixed-up ponderance. And he churned them in his analysis. 
He churned. He churned with contempt for each lousy chump, each drunken hobo, each sweaty 
harlot, each greasy commoner, each flaccid bacchanal-reveler that believed they had found life, 
where they had only found a paltry fraction of life, the filth and scum of their unquenchable 
desires. Stan had come to the town. And Stan had known it immediately. There was a seeming 
variety of characters, but they all boiled down to one dismal Neooiseaux type, and that type was 
not so unique to Neooiseaux as they supposed. Look at them walk about the streets on their 
sweaty errands. They sniffle. And it’s clear that they’re two-penny. That is the type of 
Neooiseaux, he thought, the two-penny type. Stan never liked it. The more he saw, the more 


inescapable he found the conclusion - just sweaty two-bit plebeians, the lot of them. 
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And they walked around in circles. Going about their meaningless chores, their shadowy 
little tasks. Living their “Neooiseaux way’, that he saw clearly was not comparable to, nor 
compatible with, the lifestyles of the true children of the Night. This was the only lifeway Stan 
was interested in. None of your petty stuff. But let him disappear in a cloak of darkness, let him 
flit about, listening to the sweet voices of the night ones, the sweet melancholy music of 
nocturnal hunt and contest. When he’d begun to come to grips with “civilization,” that den of 
parasitism, attracted to it by a mere morbid curiosity at first, then a hunger to learn what made it 
produce ones such as his fathers’ killers, he’d quickly determined, beyond reasonable doubt, that 
wrestling was the only sanctioned activity of gainful employment that he could tolerate. The 
criminal underworld was almost more revolting than the mainstream. Crooks were ever 
marketing their world as a landscape of evil freedom for those unable to tolerate the bonds of 
polite society — pfehh. In truth it was full of leeches even less able to fend for themselves than 
the sheeple tax-paying commoners. There were resourceful aspects of the criminal underworld 
which Stan appreciated- a small-time sort of daring, superficial crassness, the ability to evade 
detection, to dodge and circumvent the machinery of the law and of unquestioned and under- 
questioned social mores. Yet when you boiled it down, the toughest, most hardened mob boss 
would be a helpless chump without the greasy pap of his crime “family.” Deep down, all those 
crooks were just like their marks, straying into the dark fold, not out of philosophical conviction, 
but simply due to helplessness, neediness. For them, it was the most convenient path, and their 
dreams were, at bottom, dreams of comfort and convenience, nothing more. The crooks thought 
they owned Neooiseaux. It was just the reverse. And Stan would not be owned, not by a city, 


not by a “family” — not by anyone or anything. 
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For a time, Stan had dreamed of being a Tetris player. He soon realized he didn’t have 
what it took to enter that fold. These frustrations, he reflected as he lay there, surely had 
increased his zeal for Satanism and mayhem. The calmness under pressure, the foresight, pattern 
recognition, even the ruthless self-discipline, that was required to compete on the higher levels 
was inhuman. Stan was physically stronger than almost anyone, but he was never able to button- 
tap even at a consistent, sustained ten hertz per second, even after months of daily training. The 
Masters had something, something that other humans couldn’t reach, something that couldn’t be 
acquired by training alone. As Stan had studied the greats, he had realized the remarkable depth 
of nuances in the playstyles of each one of them. They were true artists. Seeing that he could 
never join their ranks, Stan had taken it out on his wrestling opponents. It had made him a more 


dangerous foe. 


Think-dreaming of it more closely, Stan realized that in a sense, he even owed Pappy 
Vampiro for his interests. After a long day in the wilderness, Stan would sit in the corner, 
perhaps reading a book, more likely staring into space. Mammy, Pappy and the siblings would 
all be gathered around the radio apparatus, listening as the long-wavelength electromagnetic 
radiation wafted in from the ether with the excited voices of commentators effusing over the 
events of a big wrestling match, or a major Tetris tournament, as they occurred. It was Pappy 
who would call over to Stan, who he’d given the joking nickname of Satan — “Come on, Satan, 
everyone’s having fun without you! Lighten up a little and join us, eh?!” Stan would obey 
reflexively, and once there, without consciously either accepting or resisting the pull of the 
entertainment, he would often get lost in the sense of pageantry and escape, if only for a second. 
He later realized that the benefit in such seemingly trivial sidetracks wasn’t mere escapism. The 


true value of these moments was in the momentary expansion of one’s mental perspectives and 
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horizons. The mind, he came to understand, had the wisdom, on a physical level, to know a form 
of strength-training when it saw it. When one never lifted anything heavier than ten pounds, one 
was sure to possess atrophied muscles. When one never saw, thought of, dreamt of anything 


outside of a few mostly rote daily activities, what should one expect of the strength of the mind? 


Pappy had even gone out back, one day when food was plentiful, and scrounged around 
until he’d pulled out a rusty old holoputer*. On evenings when Stan’s bones ached and there was 
nothing left to do until morning, he had played Tetris, lost in the hypnotic world of abstract 
interconnecting blocks. At first he had a limited and flawed understanding of the game. Even 
then, playing it allowed him to better comprehend the jargon the Tetris radio men spat during 
matches. And slowly, without his ever realizing it, he was thinking of problems in new, more 
adaptable ways. The game was making him see simple situations, and consider the complexities 
arising from different possible outcomes. It was making him appreciate the elegant intricacies 
found in seemingly basic systems. Tetris was making young Stans’ brain more suited for the 
tackling of puzzles of all different types, not just in the game, but in life. Put in terms of the 
lingo employed by those far-off announcers-voices brought over the ether-waves and into the 


Vampiro household, the game was making Stans’ mind “Tetris-ready.” 


And without that, thought Stan, without foresight and brain-power, I wouldn’t be shit. 


After Mammy died, Stan had wandered long. He never missed his siblings. It never would’ve 
occurred to him. He was sure he didn’t deserve their support, sure with an irrational certainty 


that brooked no dissent. As for them, if they needed the support, physical or emotional, of one 


3 A type of highly durable far-future computer with holographic visual output. 
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such as him, he would have viewed such a condition as a sickness, and the withdrawal of his 
presence as a perfectly good attempt at a cure, rather like the “cold turkey” strategy for drug 
addiction. But even this never occurred to him. He thought little of himself, not out of any 
theatrical self-pity, but simply because he felt he hadn’t earned his own respect. But as to the 
conditions of that respect, they were shifting, vague, impossible to pin down. By wandering the 
land like this, was he getting closer to winning his own respect, or moving farther away from it? 


He couldn’t quite frame the question properly. He couldn’t think straight. 


He had come to a small town. A windy day, dust devils blowing left and right. The usual 
little collection of mini groceries, taqueria, some churches, a small-town cemetery. This and 
that, nothing special, same as always. A murder of crows had gathered in the cemetery. He’d 


strode over, thinking to gain some meat. 


He was within inches of grabbing a fat old crow patriarch. Then, completely unexpected, 
the entire murder erupted into violent action. Black masses swirled in the air above like beak- 
tipped homing projectiles, closing in on Stan with magnetized malice. As they swirled above, 
they spread their blackness over Stans’ psyche like a grim cloak. This on top of the somehow 
profligate proliferation of dust devils, would’ve been enough to overwhelm anyone remotely 
normal. The dusky birds were audacious. But soon they seemed to realize that swooping in on 
this intruder would spell certain death. Reluctantly, they glided off elsewhere. Stan was left 
alone in the middle of the little graveyard, alone with the swirling dust, his admiration for those 
canny birds, and a leftover they hadn’t been able to make off with. It was the carcass of an 
elderly weasel, halfway towards being pecked to pieces. Perhaps it had wandered into the 
graveyard on its nightly hunting, when its old heart had given out. Whatever the case, it was 


passable enough meat for Stan, who wasn’t picky. It hadn’t been dead for too long, and the 


460 


crows had kept other pests at bay. His wanderings had prompted him to consciously developed a 
stomach of iron, finding nourishment in things a dog would turn down. At that time, without 
giving it overmuch thought, he had grabbed the tattered carcass, found a promising spot, and 


gnawed away. 


And he had pondered. He had sat on the desiccated soil, leaning his back against a 
blocky, plain tombstone, gnawing on the rank flesh, and he had rested his head against the cold 
stone, closed his sunken eyelids, and wondered at the glorious appeal of nonentity, the 
magnificent magnanimity of the void. To rest on a feathery pillow of nothingness, to sail the 
tranquil seas of oblivion. He had rested the back of his skull against the cold tombstone as if it 
were the bedding of princes, breathed in the filthy, swirling air as if it were ambrosial breezes 


from a thousand paradisal meadows. Oblivion. Oblivion. 


Oblivion. 


But no. Not anytime soon, unless the good fortune should come upon him, to dare 
danger and lose out. No. The word “suicide” was never in Stans’ vocabulary. To give up the 
fight, when he was right in its midst, was something inconceivable. It was not that Stan made 
any sort of judgement on the matter. There was never any option. Giving up was the luxury of 
chumps and suckers. He would succeed, whatever that meant, would beat the world at its own 
dirty little game, if for no other reason than to show an uncaring cosmos what a real Mexican 
Jew was capable of, with or without its permission. And it was as he lounged there, in that 
random cemetery in that Nowheresville town, that Stan truly felt the calling of the Darkness. At 
least, it was a feeling that he interpreted as the calling of the Darkness. But to Stan at that time, 
it was irrefutable. The rest of his family were Vampiro in name only. From now on, Stan was 


determined, he would be a Vampiro in heart, down to the depths of his diabolical soul. 
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Leaning there with his eyes closed, a wicked, mischievous, disturbing chuckle had welled 
up from Stans’ already-prodigious barrel chest. Those crows were his brothers, children of the 
night and the Hunt. So too was this dearly departed weasel, adherent to the Church of Theft, 
legate of the ancient and sinister law of “Finders keepers - losers, weepers.” Stan was gnawing 
on the dead flesh of his brother. “Flesh of my brotherrr,” Stan had breezily intoned in a drawn 
out, chuckling moan that would freeze the sweat to the skin in a full body nerve chill, had any 
been unfortunate enough to hear it. And he had laughed. As dust devils whipped and swirled 
around Stan, sitting in that graveyard with his long black hair whipping around in the wind like a 
dancehall banshee, Stan had laughed, laughed maniacally, laughed like a steroidal goblin on 
nitrous, and then began to howl. Stan had howled. He had howled viciously, he’d howled 
victoriously, he’d howled, Stan howled like a wolf, like a pack of wolves, Stan howled like his 
life depended on it. And he laughed, and he howled. He howled. Stan took a last big bite of the 
filthy weasel flesh, flung the carcass into the wind, and with corpse meat spilling from the sides 
of his mouth, he howled into the wind like a wolf gone mad, howled as if to call upon all of his 
brothers of the night, even though it was still daylight, to go ahead and come on over and bear 
witness, to witness his glory, his evil, his self-consecration as a child of the Darkness, the student 
of moonlight, he howled, he howled, Stan howled. He spun around in that wild wind, laughing, 


and, just like a wolf, Stan howled. 


“HEY RETARDO.” 


There were five of them, with the speaker very obviously being the leader. Smalltime chumps 
with greasy slicked-back hair wearing denim jackets in this hundred-degree weather, what made 


them dangerous was their long, wicked knives. Judging by their tattered clothing and careless 
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appearance, Stan guessed that these blades were their most prized possessions. The thugs were 
probably around eighteen-to-twenty-one years of age, and while certainly not muscular, they all 
appeared healthy and sturdy of limb. The leader flashed Stan a yellow-toothed grin that had 
clearly been trained to be “shark-like.” With nothing better to do in this two-bit burg, the quintet 
had likely gotten enough practice with their knives to approach competency, though Stan 
guessed they were better at doing tricks than at practical application. He would soon find out 
what they were made of. He looked back at them expressionlessly, feigning haplessness. The 


leader stepped forward, opening his mouth in a sardonic snarl. 


“Look guys, some little lost FAGGOT came wandering into the graveyard. Maybe this 
Mr. Senor Bat Boy is looking for his dead fag daddy so’s he can polish his bat from beyond the 
grave. Well unfortunately, senor, we do not allow retards to stay in this town. Go suck little 
penises somewhere else, bitch-boy. Go on now. Scram. You so retarded.” The punk leader 


pulled up on his pants nonchalantly, maintaining a cocky sidelong expression. 


Stan didn’t move or alter his demeanor in any way. 


“Alright, I have no patience for you,” declared the leader, and immediately he began to 
march forward, knife at the ready, followed distantly by his compatriots. Stan was surprised by 
the leaders’ confidence. He was surprised, in fact, by the boy’s stupidity. “You gotta run now or 
I show you your fag-retard guts. Okay?” The moron was now charging, and Stan could see that 


he had some amount of speed, some degree of competency with that knife. Not nearly enough. 


Stan didn’t move, appearing completely mentally debilitated to the untrained observer. 
The punk came in with a sardonic grin, sensing business-as-usual. He sensed wrong. The hand 


clutching the blade was stopped a bare millimeter before the diamond-sharp point was able to 
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connect with Stan’s Adam’s apple. A second later, the other punks pieced together what had 
happened. A second later, it was all too clear. Stan’s hand had whipped imperceptibly to where 
his bowie knife sat in its leather sheath, tucked in the side of his belt. He had whipped it out and 
straight up in a fluid, efficient, effortless motion. The well-sharpened bowie might as well have 
been a samurai katana, for how cleanly it had sliced through the punk leaders’ arm below the 
wrist. The hand, still clutching the knife, and the attached wrist stump had flopped and spun 
through the air. Stan sheathed his knife as quickly as he’d drawn it. The cut was so quick, there 
wasn’t even a fleck of blood on the blade. Then, before gravity had time to take full control of 
the severed body fragment, Stan grabbed it with the same left hand he’d used to make the cut. 
He shook loose the punks’ knife, which flopped to the dust, perhaps to be grabbed later by some 
lucky scavenger. Stan had no use for it. Pappy Vampiro had left him his current blade, his only 
meaningful possession. The other punks were making it very plain, with their staring 
expressions and their stock-still stances, that they were in no hurry to render aide to their 


erstwhile leader. 


Stan gripped the body fragment firmly by the wrist, and with his right hand, he grabbed 
his startled victim by the back of his scalp. The idiot clearly hadn’t had time to fully register the 
gravity of what was happening. Good. Stan loved that. When the chump came to sudden 
understanding, oh, that was the fun part. There was enough of a cognizance, however, of 
something seriously wrong, to cause the fool to attempt to start voicing protest. This day, Stan 
was wasting no opportunities. As soon as that boy opened his mouth, Stan shoved the severed 
hand in with all his might. Stray fingers poked out at wild angles from either side of the 
overstretched lips. Muffled yells became fainter and fainter as, taking the back of the boys’ skull 


in his grip like a b-baller palming his ball, Stan put his back into it and really began to shove the 
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hand farther and farther down the throat. Soon, only the bleeding stump of the wrist was poking 
out from a face now very pale. Taking the head by both ears, Stan leaned in and, with evident 
gusto, took a big bite out of the bloody wrist flesh, as if it were some cannibal ice cream cone. 
He chewed it around, then spat out the gristle. “If you was meat,” he opined, “you’d only be 


good for some shitty Statelander hot dog weenies.” The punk passed out. 


“Boy, senor,” said one of the other four now-pale punks, unmoving and respectful from 


their safe distance. ““You sure showed him.” 


“Yeah, I sure did. As if there was ever any doubt. And I hope you guys can find some 
gainful employment. Because letting a guy like this lead you around, you gotta be sick or 


something. Try taking care of yourselves.” 


“Yeah. Sure thing, amigo.” 


“T’m not your God damn amigo.” And with that, Stan wiped off his face, turned his back 


on the town, and strode onward. 


He continued wandering for years, in that fashion. His memories of that time were a haze. He 
was pretty sure it was all something of a haze to him, even when it was happening. He had 
wandered like a lost soul, inching ever north. Unconsciously, subliminally, he was inching 
towards places where he expected to find some of the wrestlers who had won his respect as a 
child. There were plenty of great wrestlers to the south and west, no doubt about it. But there 
were a certain few who he thought of more and more, though the Stan of those days would never 


have admitted to himself that mere entertainers had gained respect from him, even if only a little. 
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He remembered Drip Dry Eyes. 


It was just a little over two years ago. Could it really only have been two years!? He had 
seen the legend in the application line of the Great Lakes Arenas, premiere wrestling venues of 
the planet, and at once, he had felt bitter. Drip Dry Eyes, that wrestling great who had 
abandoned the game. At that time, Stan hadn’t understood the nobility of Drip Drys’ reasons. 
He hadn’t realized that, far from falling into luxury and torpor, Drip Drys’ actions had 
epitomized the independent spirit Stan himself strove to live by. He had assumed that the old 
champion would be mediocre, past his prime, forced to rely on showmanship. Stan had put on a 
cocky show, acting arrogant to hide his insecurities. And when it had been determined that he 
and Garcia were to go against Drip Dry and another up-and-comer like themselves, Stan was 
almost disappointed. He was sure Drip Dry wouldn’t put up a match that would do justice to his 


past feats. 


Yet, to all appearances, the old warrior looked in better shape than he’d ever been. The 
reddish-bronzed brown body of the legend, in its trademark yellow speedo, was one of the most 
exemplary displays of muscular development Stan had ever laid eyes on. From the lithe yet firm 
hips, to the barrel chest like an atomic blast furnace of might and main, to the arms of 
monstrously transcendent solidity, all the trademark aspects of the Drip Dry Eyes physique were 
there, but far from fading, they had been brought to their absolute pinnacle, so that nowhere else 
in the known universe was one likely to find a more potent combination of grace and strength, as 
could be seen glowing from those unimpeachable thews. The unique head of the wrestler (a 
dogface man by ethnicity, Drip Dry Eyes possessed the head of a dachshund, topped with his 


trademark floppy yellow beach hat) showed every sign of command and confidence, with none 
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of the sullen entitlement Stan had detected in the physiognomies of other old wrestlers. The nose 
was wet, the eyes were sharp, alert and penetrating, the ears flopped buoyantly against the chest 
and shoulders in energetic anticipation of challenge. Drip Dry Eyes had licked his lips and set 
his concentrated sights upon Stan, and for a moment, Stan’s warrior heart had galloped in his 
chest. But he had quelled that, before anyone could detect it. These goody-two-shoes types 
were all alike, getting your hopes up, then failing to deliver. Well. If Drip Dry really wanted to 


show himself, let him withstand the full force of Stans’ might. 


And then, they had come to grips. And for the first time in a life of struggles, Stan had 
felt what it was like to be bested in physical strength, when he was putting his all into it. He had 
felt it. As his grip was twisted, even while he put two hundred percent of his undistracted, 
undivided effort into the fight, as his wrists were bent around by a sheer force he had conceitedly 
thought no man could possibly match, he had felt, all unbidden, the hallowed warmth of Drip 
Drys’ radiant heart shining upon him, shining into him. And, all unbidden, it touched his soul. It 


touched his cold, hard soul. 


And the stones were weeping. 


Drip Dry Eyes had bested him that day. It was his first true defeat, and his first true 
victory. Never again could Stan spit on all that was implied by the word “paladin”. And he 
could never forget that face, leaning over him, and those wet lips, uttering those words, so stern, 
so compassionate. They echoed through the halls of his mind. “Don’t get too much into that 
dark stuff. It can take over.” He had said it so casually, as if it were a golfing tip. The words 
offended Stans’ sensibilities, his values. They were words of weakness, surely. Everything that 
Stan stood for, his commitment to the Darkness and to intelligently applied evil, everything 


dismissed such paltry, sentimental words. 
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Why, then, was the thought of that goody-two-shoes white knight leaning over him and 
speaking such rubbish — why was it the only thing in the world, on this dark night, with the 


power to make Stans’ heart happy? 


Stan tossed in his sleep. 


2. Vomitorium Valedictorian 


Unbelievable. The hacking sound was back. 


It was shambling its was towards the door. Stan stirred. Slowly, his arm reached out, 
pressing itself against the cushion in preparation to prop the rest of his body up. The wet coughs 
were closing in, and they sounded sicklier than ever. There was an even more dismal, more 
dismayed quality to those coughs, a quality of a million broken promises of all types, of lifetimes 
of abuse hardening over. There was a sad, sullen, bedraggled muffled-ness that was added on 
top of all the other pitiable layers, an echo of the spirit of the trash mound. It was all a subtle 
distinction between slime-layers running together, comingling. There had been enough sadness, 


sullenness, bedraggled-ness and muffled-ness from the aeonal start of all this. 


“KAAAAHHHH-splort.” 


Stan clawed at the mattress, began to lift himself. It felt like he was applying more 
strength than when he had fought Drip Dry Eyes. Drip Dry... was that what he had been dream- 
musing about? He sniffled himself, became worried — was he catching something from the bum? 


His earlier malice had dissolved. No more was he beset by thoughts of smashing the old guys’ 
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brains out. If the drunk was susceptible to punishment, the trash mound would have done the 
trick. And as for killing him and being done with the problem, in truth, now that Stan had 
managed to gain a small bit of quasi-sleep, he didn’t mind having something other than his 


musings to occupy him. Curious, how the slightest bit of respite could alter everything. 


“KAAAAHHHH-chaghh.” 


Stan climbed off the bed, shook himself, stepped outside. The bum was now in his 
previous position near Stans’ door. Stan walked towards the high brick wall at the far end of the 
dark alley from the street, scanning the ground. He bent over, sorted through piles of junk. He 
grabbed something, turned, came back dragging a rubber hose behind him, the dangling form 
like some obscure species of industrial garden snake, or a giant midnight tapeworm from outré 
fields. He found the spigot near his door, deftly untangled the hose, and screwed it in. He turned 
a knob, and grey, foamy water came, belching its pre-dawn gurgles from aqueous passages of 
moist forgottenness. Stan turned the knob further, and the pulsing hydro-spurts became a 
flopping stream. Stan turned the knob yet further. Now there was power, the power to clean and 
rinse, as the water came boldly forth. Stan stood opposite the bum, and without ceremony or 
warning, he directed the stream of water all over that miserable, bedraggled form, washing the 
filth and grime off with the artificial rain. The vile residue puddled on the dark Neooiseaux alley 
ground, natural habitat of vile puddles. Other than a slight sputtering when the water hit his 
mouth, there was no indication that the fellow noticed any change in his condition. As the filthy 
rags became saturated, the normal waves of horrible body odor were replaced by a faint wet dog 


smell. 


Once the hobo was thoroughly washed, Stan shut off the hose and walked back to the end 


of the alley. Again, he sorted through the darkness. Soon he emerged wielding a canvas tarp. 
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He approached the bum and began wiping him down with the rough surface. The bum’s skin 
was slightly reddened by the raw contact, but he gave no signs of discomfort. Soon, despite the 
canvases’ lack of absorbency, he was almost entirely dry. Stan flung the defiled tarp back 
towards the alleys’ end. It flopped briefly in the dim air, twilight apparition of eldritch bum 


funk, then faded into the hodgepodge of cryptic relics. 


“Achoo.” 


The sneeze was normal, light, almost demure. The bums’ expression was still vacant, 
without a trace of emotion or comprehension. The increased cleanness seemed not to concern 
him. But he looked less miserable, less pathetic, less filthy and unwholesome. It was all 
relative, Stan reflected. He strode back into his pad, shut the door, and lay back down, in the 


same attire and position as before, now more oblivious to the outside world than ever. 


The dream-musings recommenced almost immediately. 


Drip Dry. Drip Dry Eyes. He and the group he was with had just come from an epic 
quest, Stan later learned. He still knew little about that quest. Nor, it seemed, did anyone. It 
was the subject of endless speculation within the wrestling community. A short time later, the 
greatest wrestler of all time, Jazzy Jayhawk, had disappeared under mysterious circumstances. 
The idiots of the fighting world were still coming up with all kinds of crackpot theories. Some 
said that Drip Dry Eyes was part of a secret cabal, and he’d poisoned Jazzy Jayhawk and was 
storing the body in a freezer somewhere. Whenever Drip Dry felt his power flagging, the theory 
went, he would pull off a piece of Jazzy Jayhawk carcass, sauté it up and eat it, in hopes of 


absorbing the jazzy power. Another theory said that Jayhawk had always been part of a 
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powerful child sex trafficking ring, and because certain in-the-know people were onto him, he 
had had to go deep underground. Then there was the reverse theory — that he had disappeared as 
part of a plot to foil the child sex traffickers. And more nonsense, seemingly without end, was 
spouted from all quarters, all of it along these tabloid-friendly lines. Stan couldn’t hear it 


without a pain springing up in his temples. Too many idiots. 


He dream-tried to remember his earliest experiences of other wrestlers, from when he 
was Starting out in the field. He had been wandering the Arid Plains — how long ago was it? 
Maybe ten years. That long? Impossible. The people of that area were so fat and stupid, it 
really got on his nerves. At least the landscape produced some pretty good fighters. They were a 
people that threw themselves into combat with gusto. In Stan’s book, it was just about the only 
good quality of those fat Arid Plains fucks. The more wrestlers he met, the more certain he was 
that most who took up wrestling were mediocre creeps, credulous to all manner of flimflam 
fabrication. He was nauseated by the gossipy backstabbing, the simpleminded outlooks, the 
constant diet of childish conspiracy theory and baseless allegation, innuendo thrown around 
without a trace of forethought, that seemed to saturate the social world of lesser wrestlers. All 
these things were major weaknesses of Statelanders in general, it was conceded. But with the 
wrestlers, it was worse than the rest, maybe three or five times worse. And they had BO even 
when they hadn’t been working up a sweat. Which they rarely did anyway, due to innate 


laziness. They were so stupid. 


An early fight swam to the surface of Stans’ dream-recollections. It was a nowhere 
saloon in the Arid Plains. The joint was hopping. One of those dimly lit little bars that smell 
like ball sweat and have almost no females ever in them, and you wonder if the ones there are 


prostitutes or something. Real shitty little joint. The dancefloor was never used for dancing 
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because there were never enough ladies, and all the guys claimed to be hetero (though with that 
kind of crowd you never really knew.) Now it was more like a fight floor. The opponent had 
been a strange fellow with an elegant desert succulent on the top of his head. In the back, as they 


sat having a pre-match beer, they had eyed one another. 


Stan remembered it like it was yesterday. Ahh, yes — the Great Ciabatta. Before he had 
come to the Great Arenas, Stan had met hundreds, maybe thousands of amateur wrestlers on the 


roadways. This Ciabatta fellow may have been the only one he had respected. 


The fellow was stout and sturdy, with limbs of faultless architectural integrity. His was a 
body that could withstand several earthquakes. Of medium height and more than medium width, 
his speed was startling, both in everyday life and, especially, in the ring. His sky-blue 
pantaloons and Turkish slippers suggested some Arabian Nights theme, which was not borne out 
anywhere else in his attire or character. Perhaps he had got them on sale somewhere, Stan 
mused. He had heard of wrestlers creating new themes for themselves shortly after traveling 
entertainment troupes had closed up and staged going-out-of-business blowout sales of all their 
paraphernalia. Ciabattas’ hairy arms, chest and belly had been totally exposed. Stan was certain 
the guy rubbed himself with some sort of fragrant oil, because in the arid heat of the Arid Plains, 
he hadn’t smelled bad, even though his abundant hair wasn’t matted from recent bathing. In 
those conditions, a shirtless Stan would have been emitting enough funk to incapacitate a 
buzzard, as he’d be the first to admit. He especially remembered Ciabattas’ face. Not 
unhandsome, it was a bit too rounded in its features to be classically dashing. But there was a 
sharpness of perception that the rounded chin, cheeks and nose did little to hide. It was a face 
that was accustomed to making merry, but not to dropping ones’ guard, not to losing focus. The 


single cranial succulent was modest, but well cared for. It was clear that Ciabatta was a 
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Succulentite, a member of that elusive Southwesterner desert tribe which wielded such unique 
spiritual influence within the Desertate Council. It was also clear that he wasn’t one given over 
to elaborate displays of tribal identity. Alongside the lack of concern for elaborate cranial 
succulent adornment — an obsession among the more class-conscious of the tribe — he’d had an 
easygoing manner than contrasted sharply with the typical Desertate zealot, and his accent was 
on the mild end. Stan wondered if he was a lapsed tribesman, like so many other wrestlers he 


had met, who had traveled far from their peoples’ bosom. 


The two men had peered at one another. Meanwhile, some idle male saloon workers 
were lounging nearby, talking about their purported erotic conquests. The conversation was 
incessant as it was tedious, and Stan had hardly registered it. Suddenly, perhaps in a misguided 
attempt to “break the ice,” the bold chef of the place had leaned toward the wrestlers, and called 
out in gruff but merry accents— “You wrestler boys must see some real sweet action out there on 


the road! Got any stories?” 


“Unfortunately,” said Ciabatta, “I can’t discuss such things.” 


“Aww, too bad,” the cook responded with natural equanimity. “Tribal religious 


custom?” 


“T don’t know anything about that. I just feel like every one of our Mammies have 
probably sucked at least one or two dicks at some point. Would you want a buncha guys 


laughing about that, if it was your Mammy they were talking about?” 


“Hummm,” replied the chef. “I don’t rightly know that I’ve ever thought about it like 


that.” 


“Women,” Stan had said, “are duplicitous, and secretive, to the last one.” 
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“Then,” said Ciabatta, “should they stop suckin’? Or would you have them tell tales of it 


to the world — even if it was your Mammy?” 


“Friend,” said the chef, “I think you overcomplicate the matter. I was only chatting. 
Still, I have to say you have a unique way of thinking about things. I don’t know exactly where I 
stand, on this matter of whether or not I’d care for my own dear mother to talk openly about the 
times she may-or-may-not have sucked dick. After all, it’s her own life and her own decision, 
regarding what goes into or comes out of her mouth. But that doesn’t mean a fellow mightn’t 


find it a touch embarrassing...” 


“Precisely,” said Ciabatta emphatically. “And until I, myself, feel completely 
comfortable giving a straight and conclusive answer to such questions, I don’t care to discuss 


things like what romantic encounters I may-or-may-not have had. I can’t explain it better.” 


The bizarreness of the whole conversation imposed itself on Stans’ memory, and one of 
the strangest parts was that at the time, it hadn’t seemed strange at all to him. Strange? Why 
strange? I wonder, Stan had thought. What sorts of wild things might the demurest ladies get up 
to, yet never want us to know about, or even speculate on? It was a silly train of thought, 
frivolous, a question sure to never be answered or answerable, and he chided himself for 
humoring it. Yet... there was something delicious about the whole thing, about the idea of 
having that hidden knowledge, of what everyone’s secret desires where. If one had such 
knowledge, one would have inestimable power over the rest of humanity. But at what cost? 


Surely, there were harrowing secrets out there, too much for anyone. 
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Shit stain demons of the smoky night, their breaths smelling of come and offal. Where had they 


come from? Stan tossed in his slumber. 


And wells of transcendent, unquenchable anger erupted within his slumbering mind. 
There they were, he could feel their horrid presence. They smiled dead grins, and Stan could see 
that they were stained to the depths of the eyes by the come and offal of ignorance. They stank 


of it. Yeah, they were just here to have a good time. And they believed they knew Stans’ angle. 


They didn’t know shit. 


The dreamscene was resolving itself. It was the fecal corridors of Hades. This section 
was reserved for a special type of smug, hollow soul, many of whom had opportunistically listed 
their creed in life as “Christian,” although every other sort of belief system was represented here. 
They had never, or only very rarely, stated their true beliefs. They were nihilists, to the last. But 
not just any nihilists. These were the sociopathic nihilists, those who considered it a point of 
honor to never state their nihilism outright. These were the deceptionists. Obfuscation was their 
drab little calling card. And sociopathy had drained their souls, until there was practically 
nothing left. Now, like pests, they lurked these dark, smoky, oily fecal passages, deep domains 
imbued of a sickly sort of warmth like from a pile of oily dung set aflame in an instant. They 
pleasured one another’s malformed members without discrimination, and like the hungry ghosts 


they were, it brought them no comfort. 


And Stan realized why he was seeing this scene. This corner of Hell was well-populated. 
The thing that nagged him was this. He had always been told, and had assumed, that Hell was a 
punishment for all who were subjected to it. Commonplace observations such as “Hell sounds 


more fun than Heaven” were generally meant in jest. For beings of such miserable character as 
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these, did what he was witnessing count as a punishment? Was it not a simple continuation of 
these souls’ Earthly habits, now in a “metaphysical” guise? He looked at these pests, these sacks 
of shit, these deceptionistic obfuscators of the dark crevasses of inner Earths’ most vintage 


hemorrhoidal logjams, and they seemed in a state of perfect comfort. 


And he realized something else. Just when he saw it, he couldn’t be sure. These entities 
were not being kept here. There were no demonic minders anywhere. The denizens of this zone 


were simply staying put, of their own accord. 


A miserable creature was lathering its face with its own oily shit, the activity possessing a 
routine quality. It was looking at Stan imploringly. Intolerable maggots, beneath contempt. 
Stan moved out from that fetid spiritual dump, zooming away on quicksilver wings, and cruised 
back into memory. But he made a mental note. Something was rotten in the state of Hell. He 


would have to check on it, and soon. 


He came back to that evening at the dingy saloon. He and Ciabatta had squared off in the low 
light, amidst a murmuring crowd. It was one of the laziest setups of any gig he’d ever seen. 


Would he ever see Ciabatta again? Perhaps next time, they could fight in a real ring. 


They had rushed at one another. The heavy Ciabatta had whipped around him, grabbed 
both legs by the knee, and spun Stan, spun him around before he knew what was happening. 
And he had flown. Stan had flown right into the filthy, greasy crowd. He had come back out 
stomping mad. He had charged Ciabatta again. The canny Succulentite had grabbed Stans’ 
head, dove with it to the ground, slamming with gusto. Stan was put into a state of shock. He 


lay there. It was the only conclusive loss he suffered prior to coming upon the Great Arenas. 
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And it had been a route. Stan had willed himself up. It was as if he were paralyzed. He got 


some good thinking done, there on that nasty bar room floor. 


Ciabatta, where were you on a night like this? 


But it wouldn’t be night much longer, not even by the most liberal definition. It was the never- 
never hour. The liminal time. Let it stay like this, thought Stan. Let it stay like this. It’s never 


long enough. 


And he reached out again. He reached out with his tendrils, and he found what he was 
looking for. Ahh. An ancient tree, far into the bayou. It was an elder live oak. Massive 
branches coiled mystically along, dipping to hover centimeters above the ground, pulled down 
by the weight of gravity and the years. The tree was over four thousand years old, Stan knew. It 


had survived the Time of the Hungry Ghosts. Now, it was ready. But, for what? 


Stan could see things unusually clear. He saw the swiftly moving gulf clouds sweep in. 
The morbidly muggy air cooled slightly. There was a soft darkening. And the world was rent 
apart by a deafening blast of light. Then the clouds were passing on, and the four thousand year 
live oak was blackened and dead. It was too sudden, too sudden. And for the barest instant, so 
fast that it only just registered, Stan saw the spirit of the tree as it departed, businesslike, from 


this plane of existence. 


“You know what to do,” it said. 


Stan sank into a fathomless slumber. 
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He was awakened by a sharp knocking on his door. There was no more coughing, he 
realized. At some point, the bum must have moved onwards, to wherever he lurked in the 
daylight. The knocking continued, rhythmic, merciless. Stan recognized it. His liaison with the 
bigwigs in the GAC*. Fucking God damn it. He began the search for a shirt. Knock knock 
knock knock knock knock knock. The sharp warmth of natural midday light was filtering into the 
apartment. He found a plain white t-shirt with surprisingly little smell. Shoes could wait. Knock 


knock knock knock knock knock. He opened the door. 


The glare of the sun was merciless. A prim musclewitch stood outlined against the light, 
conveying the aura of a disciplinarian schoolmarm. Her grey flannel suit with long business- 
dress skirt did little to hide her severe, angular musculature. Hers must have been a training 
regimen of scientific intelligence, and Stan respected her for it, despite himself. Her scraggly 
hair was worked into a bun atop her head. The lines and lineaments of her face were puckered in 
eternal criticality. In one deft, powerful hand, she carried a briefcase, hanging at her side as 
naturally as the walking stick of an invalid. On her other side, a clipboard was at the ready, 


gripped like the shield of a warrior entering the fray. 
“Vampiro Stan. Sleeping in, as usual, I see. You do realize it’s eight forty-five already?” 


Stan cocked an eyebrow and crossed his arms, in imitation of a mannerism he thought the 
liaison might do. “Sal Mirtel. Being a controlling busybody as usual, I see. You do realize that 


you have a standing invitation to jump up my ass?” 


4 GAC — Shorthand for “Great Arenas City,” the thriving metropolis set up around the Great Arenas of the Great 
Lakes. 
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Mirtel sighed. “I expect this sort of immaturity from you, Vampiro. You wouldn’t know 
wit if it came up and bit you.” She consulted the clipboard, looked back up abruptly. “Have you 
been making any progress on the rehabilitation of the Chromedome? You do know that’s why 


you're here, and not simply to have a gross muggy vacation in the middle of nowhere.” 


“Can I see what’s on that clipboard?” 


Mirtel handed it to him. “Knock yourself out, if it will help you answer my simple 
question. Just don’t go anywhere with that thing, it has info I need. It’s not a decoration, I 
assure you. Now, to repeat — What progress have you made on the rehabilitation of the 


Chromedome Arena?” 


Stan flipped through the pages on the clipboard. They were filled with dumb charts and 
stuff. Looking at them made Stan’s head hurt. Bunch of dumb crap. He closed his eyes, shoved 


the clipboard back. After a second, the musclewitch took it. 


“Let me think of what’s been going on... Your idea of recruiting from the towns’ harlot 
scene was great, and has yielded excellent talent of all types. For whatever reason, the queer and 
female wrestlers have been outshining the rest. Gatortribe talent has been slipping. They don’t 
want their best hanging around down here. Mainly though, the whole regional population’s 
gotten too staid. They don’t communicate with the outside world enough. Complacent in their 
ways. Other than that, I can’t do much until I can get some better staff. I’m looking furiously, 
but the culture around here is, ‘Find the right angle, then get out-of-town transplants to do all the 
hard work.’ Nobody wants to make it through their own labor. I can’t find a local worth a sack 
of potatoes, and they naturally don’t want the whole arena run by out-of-towners. Already, 


they’re resentful that I have so much sway. Logical reasoning doesn’t work on them. The long- 
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and-short of it is that I’m playing constant babysitter, like everyone before me. I think we need 
to just buck the locals and send in more competent out-of-towners. If they can’t take it, then 


fuck ‘em.” 


Mirtel sighed. “Not an illogical conclusion. However, often a culture like this will have 
its most promising talent hidden. Look for a while longer. The more sincere and diligent your 
efforts to find competent staffers, the more quickly the GAC administrators will be likely to take 
your suggestions and send better people your way. I know your efforts don’t count for anything 
with the Neooiseaux locals. But trust me when I say that their opinion doesn’t matter. We just 


don’t want to waste more human resources than we already have.” 


Stan chuckled. “Yeah, I get ya. Friggin’ dumbasses lurch all their lives through the 
muck of their own corruption, nobody ever listens to them, and they don’t even know what they 
could have, the riches right under their noses if they could just get their shit together. But it’s the 
way of nature. Some are jaguars, some are sloths. And where I’m from, we say, ‘Sloths get 


sliced.’” 


“T didn’t know there were any sloths where you’re from.” Sal Mirtel seemed to be 
listening, yet also a thousand miles away. “Humm. Well, you won’t be receiving any slices 
from us, Vampiro, as long as you continue your diligent efforts. I’m going to pay a little visit to 
the Chromedome, maintenance inspection as usual. You don’t need to be there until later this 
evening, but I hope you’ll use your daylight hours on productive pursuits. Ill see you shortly 
after sundown. Good day.” Like an automaton, Mirtel pivoted a hundred-eighty degrees on the 


ball of her foot and was away, walking right onto the sidewalk as if on rails. 
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Looking out after her, Stan’s thoughts ran. He continued to gaze into the space she’d 
vacated, getting his mind into working order, fiddling with the cerebral dials of his perceptual 
calibration. Sal Mirtel. A riddle. What did this woman, so strong, so cunning, want with a band 
of flaccid and harmless bureaucrats like the GAC wrestling administrators? What was her real 
game? She was running around doing chores for guys she could eat for breakfast. Why had Stan 
been doing chores for her? He’d lost interest in the city, in the arena. Perhaps he was using this 
whole Chromedome business as a distraction, something to take his mind off other things. All 
Stan really knew was that he was endlessly annoyed by the womans’ primness, nosiness, 
criticality, her ubiquitous clipboard. She was able to get under his skin. Women. They were the 
fount of life, the place from which we all sprang into the activity of the world. Mark number one 
against them, Stan thought. Then, to be busybodies. To continue the tiresome business that they 
helped start, forever industriously oiling the gears of the daily grinder, that meaningless engine 
of torment. Who cared to see how the sausage was made? Stan hoped it would all go out of 


business. He was sure glad he wouldn’t be at the Chromedome tonight. 


He went back into the darkness of his pad, without bothering to shut the door. He went to 
the fridge, discovered some cheese. It still smelled non-rotten. He took a bite, pocketed the rest. 
Shoes? Yeah, behind the trashcan. They smelled gross. It was socks time. He found two that 
almost matched, turned the hot knob on the faucet and waited for the water to heat up. Lemon 
dish soap removed most of the incredible sock stink. After wringing them out a good deal, he 
carefully, precisely distanced them from the radiator, turned onto low heat. Five minutes. Not 
dry. But dry enough. He wished he had cover of darkness for what he wanted to do, but it 
couldn’t be night twenty-four hours a day. No, there was no more stalling. Stan knew what to 


do. He knew what he wanted, and he knew where to get it, and he was moving there right away. 
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First stop was the crumbling, forgotten old district where the magic shops lay. Could a place be 
less magical than this? It was a miserable sector. Forgotten hovels moldered in the merciless 
midday sun. Vines deconstructed the masonry bit by bit. Weeds ruled the walkways. There was 
an eternal smell of rotting wood, and other rotting things. If the few skulking inhabitants that 
could be spotted had a bit of magic within them, they would truly have to be masters of illusion 
to cloak it so perfectly. Sullen-eyed, they lurked in corners. Their generic clothes were near to 
rags. They were regular people — that seemed certain. The struggling masses. They seemed to 
be losing the struggle. The atmosphere was not one of hard-scrabble pluck, of defying the odds 
to fight another day. The atmosphere was of clinging to corporeal existence by a thread, of 


surviving, for the moment, without knowing the how or the why. 


Now, close your eyes. You can smell that atmosphere. 


It’s like you’re there again. 


Stan closed his eyes. And he remembered. He remembered, he remembered. The 
thousand faces of ignorance and pain, lined up throughout the ages of humankind. Big city 
slums. Small Nothingsville clusters of hovels. The ruins of once thriving places, and in the 
shadowed corners, life, persisting, without a trace of understanding of how or why, like the vines 
snaking among the ruins, snaking. Ever snaking. He had seen them, in their hopelessness, and 
something beyond hope, something beyond everything, lay in the back of it all. And finally he 
understood that this, too, was the process of nature. A will to power that didn’t recognize itself 


as such, not despite itself, but as a part of its Self. A game that didn’t recognize its rules, as part 
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of the rules of the game. This game was called “Exist” by its participants. It meant “To not 


exist.” The idea was to exist as little as possible. In the end, everybody wins. 


Nobody wins. 


And he saw, flashing before his evil mystic vision, all the hurt that game was supposed to 
hide, all the broken promises, disappointments, shattered hopes, lost causes. And the worst of it. 
Though he would never admit it, it made even Stans’ toughened skin crawl, perhaps even made 
him approach pity, within his pitiless heart, to think of that one brutal reality of the slum, that 


inexcusable tool. 


Self-loathing. 


The term echoed in Stans’ skull like a nihilating commandment. And it made him wanna 
spend as little time in this area as possible. Aha. There was the ramshackle hut he was looking 
for. He had heard much about Dibz Reagents, and this was definitely the spot, though the facade 
was shabby and generic, the sign miniscule and so weathered as to be nearly illegible. He 
opened the grated door. The small establishment had a low ceiling that did good at keeping the 
unpleasant odors of the store merchandise bottled in nicely, concentrating them in a monster 
olfactory amalgamation. This had an effect neither mystical nor pleasing. Instead, Dibzs’ 
establishment felt like an opium den for chronically sick plant men. But none of that meant 
anything to Stan. He could tell from a single whiff that this store had legitimate alchemical 


merchandise. 


He glanced at the guy behind the counter. Surely, this was Dibz. Nobody would hire 
someone who looked like this to be the face their customers saw upon entering their business. 


The rotund cheeks grinned a mirthless transactional grin, shiny cheese beaming without warmth 
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out of the fortress of mercantile clutter. There was the impish in that face. Beady eyes, arching 
brows of thin hairs, puckered lips now curling up in a secretive sneer. Stan didn’t understand 
impish people. He wasn’t gonna start understanding them anytime soon. The shopkeep was 
enjoying a piping-hot bowl of tabbouleh? for his luncheon, but he put it to the side as his 


customer approached. 
“T’m looking for pyronius powder,” Stan announced. “You got any?” 
“You got a permit for that kinda stuff?” The shopkeeps’ smirk amped up slightly. 


“What is this, the cocksucking clown convention? No I don’t have a fucking permit. 


You got any powder?” 


The shopkeeps’ smirk grew more yet. “I’m Dibz, by the way. I own this place. We can 


get in a lot of hot water if we sell to people without proper permits.” 
“Do I look like a fucking narc to you?” Stan was growing annoyed. 


“IT know you’re not a narc. But I gotta be really careful about these things. What are you 


planning on using pyronius for?” 
“That’s not your God damn concern, shopkeep.” 


Dibz scowled playfully. He reached under his desk, pulled out a small stack of paper. 
“Look, just fill out this form. It only takes ten minutes at the most.” He slid the papers onto the 


counterspace in front of Stan, furnishing a pen as if by magic. 


>In the far-flung future age described in “Never Steal Anything Moist,” tabbouleh is considered a dish to be served 
warm, and room temperature or cooler tabbouleh would be seen as very unusual. 
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Stan glanced at the form. Scanning through the pages, hardly looking at them, he made 
quick marks on all the dotted lines. He was done in about a minute and a half. He slid the 


papers and pen back across the counter, not giving them another glance. 


Dibz picked the form up, flipped through it with a scholarly expression. “Hmm. Under 
the question, “What is your intent in attempting to procure the regulated powdery substance 


pyronius-forty?’ you just wrote ‘reasons.’” 


Stan looked at Dibz with an unchanging expression. “Yeah. So?” 


“That is not gonna be a good enough explanation. If you burn a historic structure down, 
and it was found I sold someone pyronius powder who gave their intent as ‘reasons,’ I’m 


practically as fucked as you are.” 


“Yeah. Good thing I aint gonna do anything like that.” Stan shrugged, trying on a smirk 


of his own. He was trying to be patient. It didn’t come natural. 


Dibz slid the form and pen back. “Here. Just cross that part out like it was a spelling 
error, and make up something better. Take your time, there’s no rush.” Dibz reached for his 


tabbouleh bowl and kept happily scooping spoonfuls into his mouth as before. 


While the shopkeeps’ attention was diverted by his food, Stan had grabbed a jar full of 
longish, good quality epicackio sticks. The jars’ label read, Warning — epicackio induces 
vomiting. Take in carefully well-measured modest quantities only. Stan unscrewed the lid, 


took a quick whiff. 
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“You need a permit for epicackio too,” chirped Dibz. “A medical permit, of course. You 
be wanting any, or still just browsing?” The merchant brought a big spoonful of steaming meal 


up to his grinning face. 


With a speed defying optic perceptibility, Stan took a thin epicackio twig between thumb 
and forefinger, flicked it up out of the jar, and brought it into Dibzs’ tabbouleh-stuffed mouth 
like a tiny spear. Dibz reflexively shut his lips together, and as the flavor of the epicackio 
permeated his active taste buds, he immediately began to turn pale. Stan placed the jar to one 
side, and vaulted over the counter just as Dibz began vomiting. The putrid puddle slickened 
Stans’ shoes immediately. Dibz was bent over double, puking violently, and Stan made a point 
not to look down. He scanned the upper shelves behind the counter... there it was. The jar of 
pyronius, with a blood red label carpeted with warnings. Stan reached up and grabbed it. 


Pyronius was heavy stuff. He guessed this jar was a third full. More than enough. 


This was not how it was supposed to go. As Dibz continued to puke, Stan wished like 
mad that the shitty little merchant had just sold him the stuff. What would possess the guy to 
play bureaucratic hardball? Had someone put him up to this? Stan vaulted back across the 
counter with his prize, careful not to slip on the growing sea of vomit. He quickly pulled out his 
wallet, took a fat stack of creds, well over the amount called for by the purchase of both powder 


and jar, and slapped them down on the counter. He knew this made up for little. 


“T’m sorry bro,” he yelled down to the puking lad. “I’m sorry. I really need this right 


now. It’s important.” 


Then he was out the door, jogging away from that miserable city sector. 


486 


On the little batture on the other side of the eight feet of crumbling red brick masonry that 
surrounded Neooiseaux, a little, rusted old paddleboat sat hidden beneath a weeping willow 
cloaked in Spanish moss. Suddenly, a ropy leg came over the wall, the afternoon light glinting 
off its sweaty tendons. Then Stan sat astride the wall, pyronius jar tucked securely under one 
arm, avocado still caked on face from a hasty luncheon. He took a moment, as if to calibrate his 
spirit. Then he dropped easily down, dislodging a couple of bricks. He strolled along the small 
shore to where the little craft was hidden, bending down and parting the moss drapes. It was still 
in fine condition. Everything was in order now. He pulled the craft free of the grip of the mud 
around it, and waded a ways into the shallow water, pulling it along. It bobbed languidly in his 
wake. When the water neared his knees, he hopped in and began paddling. The little craft was 
surprisingly zippy for its type. Stans’ mighty legs pounded, a single hand casually guiding the 
wheel. He knew where to go. The water was calm, reflecting blinding light. The trees of the 
bayou were not far. Their deep shadows held the secrets of the future. What did those shadows 
hold? Stan couldn’t begin to guess. He felt the thrill of a dangerous and impossible future 
blanketing the world from end to end. He didn’t know anything anymore, didn’t feel like he 
needed to know, at least not right now. It wasn’t about the knowing. Right now, it was about the 


path to finding out, and perhaps, to finding in?... 


The trees approached, and Stan knew he would be on that path for a long time, knew he 
might never leave it. Learning was a battle. You had to plan right, to stay flexible, to get 
everything lined up. It was like the game of Tetris. Stan could feel the blocks aligning, the right 
ones coming down, flipping over in just the right ways, creating a four-block-deep well. Stan 
was positioning a long piece of inquisition, flipping it vertically, holding it over the well, ready 


to be slammed down. Finding its way in, into that sweet well of preparation. And Stan knew he 
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was about to slam that piece down, about to blow the lid off something big, bigger than he’d ever 


yet encountered, to score that four-row “Tetris” of transcendent knowledge. 


He was Tetris-ready. 


The shadows of the bayou seemed to creep subtly about as Stan peddle-paddled down the 
melancholy water lanes. An hour passed in what felt like ten minutes. Strange shapes darted to- 
and-fro beneath the waters’ surface. A heron flitted through the branches above. From 


somewhere distant, frogs croaked. 


Stan peddled deeper. 


He was reaching a secretive corner of the bayou, rarely visited, known only by a few 
intrepid explorers. It was a region that the surrounding winding paths seemed to conspire to 
direct interlopers away from. The Spanish moss was abnormally thick in this musty domain. 
There was an odor here. What was it? What was that impossible odor, more than just rotting 
wood, less than just memory? Or perhaps not less, perhaps not quite. Perhaps it was an odor of 
a memory not yet experienced. The dragonflies were following the paddleboat as if it were their 
new deity of five minutes, five centuries, and they seemed to wish to sing to it. But dragonflies 
make no noise that can reach the trite, mundane mind of a human. If they could sing out within 
hearing, Stan was sure it would be the strangest music. These were elders twice the size of most 
dragonflies, with big wings that shimmered somehow, although there was little enough light in 
this place. There were many dragonflies here. As the paddleboat trundled along the avenue, it 


picked up more converts. Before long, a strange procession trailed Stan. The frogs, wherever 
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they were, ceased their croaking. And there was silence, and the wind was still. The mustiness 


was stronger than memory. It was as strong as the song of a dragonfly in unknown reaches. 


Stan peddled deeper. 


And the dragonflies began to disperse, as if they were admitting they didn’t have the 
courage to follow such an audacious god. Now the air wasn’t quite so still. A moving current 
was allowed into this region by some unseen avenue. But it had a different sort of flavor. And 
the silence was different. It was a complete silence. A silence as strong as memory. It was a 
silence of memory, and it was, itself, memory. And the darkness was only natural. Everything 
here was natural, and nothing was quite normal. But there was something especially abnormal. 
A smell of cinders. Stan paddled to the edge of the water, crawled out, began pulling the little 
paddleboat out and onto the palmetto-clad shore. Little vines with specks of wild purple and 
yellow flowers curled everywhere, reaching up to grasp stoic cedars adorned with spiderwebs. 
Imperturbable banana spiders looked down upon the sudden interloper with less than curiosity. 
This was the heart of the bayou, a place perhaps visited by thirteen other fully sentient beings 
from the dawn of life on land up to the present. It seemed time moved differently in this green 
mausoleum. Stan peered about. He spotted his destination easily enough, by its monumental 
aura. Now he walked towards it, reverently, to get a closer look. And his soul exulted in the 


stench of a mighty and triumphant doom. 


There it was. 


The thick branches of the massive live oak still coiled around in the air just above the 
ground, until finally age, length and gravity had forced them to drop down and rest at intervals. 


Those branches spoke of aeons. But now they were utterly blackened. Stan followed them to 
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their base. The catastrophic lightening blast had cloven the tree down its middle. This could not 
have been any ordinary lightening. The tree was split apart, each side leaning over. A mighty 
living castle, shorn in twain. Something about it was inconceivable, uncanny, intolerable. The 
two sides were so huge on their own, it was a challenge not to see them now as separate entities. 
The rending had killed this patriarchal flora as surely as being bisected by a blade would kill a 
knight-of-old. Already, the spiders had decided to make the black edifice their new capital city. 


The decision, it would soon be seen, was ill-fated. 


Stan drew closer, ever closer to the dead bark of the blackened corpse. He put the 
pyronius jar down. His face was right up to that bark. He smelled. He smelled. And a delicious 
shiver ran up and down his spine. His soul leapt at the odor. That bark was the purest 
concentration, the most impeccable essence, the grandest explication of the knowledge of the 
tomb, of the comfort in the company of that thorough oblivion that waits for those who know 
beyond doubt, in a way inconceivable, that they have absolutely no need of further knowledge, 
that the wisdom they’ve accrued can never be found at fault, that they’ve “earned their rest” in a 
sense more than metaphorical, that they’ ve existed to the optimum capacities of the limitations of 
the science of existing. /t was the knowledge of the tomb that Stan smelled. Brushing the 
cobwebs from the surface of the black bark, he dragged his hands across the cinder surface, that 
pure carapace of death-knowledge. And with more love and infinite tenderness than he could 
muster for any other action within the range of his life, Vampiro Stan began, ecstatically, to 
spread his face, then his neck, then the rest of his body with that unhallowed reverse-vibhuti. 
And he shivered. In torrents of ecstasy, he shivered, there in the shade. He shivered and he 


quaked, and he began to intone. 
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He intoned. And as he intoned, eyes half closed, he picked the pyronius jar back up. He 
unscrewed the lid impatiently, flung it away. Bending over, body quaking rhythmically, 
muttering like a madman, Stan began to dump the entire contents of the jar into the crook where 
the mighty oak had been rent atwain. He poured, and his voice rose briefly. He emptied the last 
of the powder, and he flung the jar away as carelessly as he had flung the lid. And, without 
missing a beat, he pulled out his expertly sharpened bowie knife, and with casual accuracy, 
flicked it so that he cut the tip of his lengthy tongue down the center line, to a length of nearly an 


inch!! 


Without visible sign of pain, unbelievably with only the slightest loss of bodily 
coloration, Stan began to lightly squeeze the blood out of his tongue and onto the little mound of 
powder he had just poured out. After a discomfortingly generous quantity had been drizzled 
down, he pulled a cigarette lighter from his pocket and hastily cauterized the gash he’d given 
himself. His singed tongue belted an aria of delirious torment. Then he plucked a marijuana 
cigarette from his back pocket and, with the same lighter, began to light up and puff on it, 
sucking in the pain-killing smoke. Normally Stan found cannabis a rather deplorable pastime, 
best suited for the lazy and those with no tolerance for lifes’ healthy sufferings. But even he had 
to acknowledge that the Satanic ceremony he was undertaking called for some form of pain 
relief. It was Satanic tradition, at the very least, and though he’d never want to be confused with 
a Satanist, he felt compelled to respect all traditions of Darkness, especially when he was 
benefitting from them. He was hardly distracted by the narcotic peccadillo, and still shook and 
muttered in ceremonial tempo, even as he took periodic drags from that devil joint. His eyes 


rolled back in his head. He swayed slightly from side to side. And without warning, he let out a 
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weird, lonesome howl towards the heavens. And he flung the smoldering cigarette onto the 


small mound of blood-soaked pyronius powder. 


He may as well have thrown a match on a puddle of gasoline. Everything went up, all at 
once. The dead tree became a giant flaming charcoal. It seemed it would surely catch the whole 
bayou on fire, would burn the flesh off Stans’ bones. And then, just as suddenly, the flames 
subsided, and every inch of the former live oak turned to ash-dust so thin that it flew up into the 
air and dissolved without a trace. In place of the corpse of that monarch of the bayou, there was 
now only a hole, leading down through branching subterranean avenues once occupied by its 


roots. 


Stan knew how deep those roots had gone. He knew that he was about to go that deep, 
and deeper. He took a deep breath. In. Out. All trace of rhythm and shaking and ecstasy was 
gone. In its place was a tired tranquility of preparedness. His eyes still half closed, Stan dropped 


himself into the hole. And he began the winding descent. 


3. Post-Hell and Back 


It was damn dark down those root-tunnels. Damn dank. As the pain in his tongue, and then in 
his whole being, began to sink in, he was haunted by a distant feeling that there was a better way 
of doing things. He pushed the notion deeper, deeper down, away from the light, just as he slid 
and slid away from the light, on that soil path the great roots of the mighty live oak had once 
taken. He was in too deep right now, much too deep, to worry about methodology. And he 
pushed his inner dawnings down into far depths. But they wouldn’t quite leave him alone. They 


just smoldered. An aroma of soil wafted from his soul, and it met the soil, deeper and damper, 
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that he slid down in an endless corkscrew. The soil was too moist. It couldn’t maintain its 
structural integrity. He would be buried alive. He would be smothered by his foolishness. 


Suffocated in union with the ground. Ashes to ashes. Mud to mud. 


But the Earth was hardening. Some brooding heat was permeating it from deep below, 
turning it to smooth clay. Stan slid down, and he became accustomed to the clay. It was as if it 
were the clay from the time of Genesis, from which the original man had been formed. As Stan 
slid, he thought of those tragic days. What gave God, that miserable traitor, the audacity to take 
the clay of the depths up from its natural home, to wrest it from its state of carefree repose, and 
mold it into His own clownish image? It got under Stans’ skin just thinking about it. But now, 
slipping and sliding forever downwards, he felt a new comfort, a sense of homecoming, as he 
rubbed his hands against the beautiful clay. It felt right, felt ideal in every way, that he should 
rest in the womb of nicely warmed clay, deep below, away from everything, here where the 
degenerate trifling of society, of humanity couldn’t get to him. Ahh, yes. He was one with the 
clay. He was the clay, the clay was him, this was where he belonged. If only he could send all 
humans back below, could give everyone this gift, and end the species in this manner, he would 


be the greatest saint who ever lived. 


Stan told himself this, and he believed it. He believed every bit of it. Oh yes, really. 


The root-passage continued. The temperature picked up, gradually but noticeably. The 
clay seemed to transition into smooth, hard stone. The way straightened out, now more like a 
chute than a meandering root path. Stan was accelerating. When the heat became blistering, a 
soft glow permeated everything. Stan could see a haze of red-orange directly in front of his face, 
and nothing else. He was shooting along now, the speed threatening to burn holes where clothes 


slid along hard surface. 
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And he shot straight out of some underground orifice. He was flying through the hot air, 
and his mind took a break. For a moment, he was nothing but a missile flying through Hell. 
Then he skidded, the impact nearly breaking his ass. And he skidded, and skidded again, and 
slowed to a halt in a small pool of heated bituminous slime. He closed his eyes, and laboriously, 


he climbed to his feet. He stood there a moment, mustering his balance. 


He was in Hell, but he didn’t feel ecstatic like he thought he might. He felt like lying 
back. He lay back. The slime nipped at his earlobes. The sulfur smell was there. Otherwise, 
laying on his back there, with his eyes closed, he might have been anywhere. He allowed the 
universe to spin cartwheels around him. He had been through a filthy washer and a manic dryer, 
and now he was dirtier than he ever thought possible. His tongue still hurt. He suspected it 


would hurt for a very long time. 


Aeons passed. He opened his eyes. The deep red-brown ceiling was maybe nine feet, 
maybe a hundred feet, above. He understood nothing of space. He only considered the 
audacious prospect of rising from the slime out of an inclination for variety. It was cozy in this 
slime. Not as good as the twirling clay root chute. Not by half. But still nice. The sulfur smell 
was in the background of his senses by now, easy to get used to. Over geological periods of time 


- or at least what felt like that - Stan unfurled, arose, found himself unsteadily walking. 


He was in a small chamber, just large enough to not feel cramped, not large enough to 
feel fully relaxed. Out of its oblong exit, an easy slope led down to the dusk-encased plains of 


the Outer Hells. And nothing. 


And nothing. 
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Stan looked down in wonder. But he wasn’t awed in the way he had imagined. His 
wonder came mostly from curiosity. He had felt the evil betraying him in past days, without an 
inkling of why. Now suspicion grew. And he was taken aback by just how barren, how lifeless, 
how boring the sight he was witnessing really was. In its absence of activity, the lackluster 
qualities of these post-Hadean pastures, their true inherent normalcy, hit Stan like a ton of bricks. 
Where tortured souls had been trapped in rock, there were simply indentations. They must have 
gone somewhere. But where? He noticed pointy stalagmites, stained eternally red from the 
countless victims impaled upon them, but without a trace of any victim in sight. There was 
barely even any evil aura emanating from them, at least not that Stan could detect. They were 
now just pointy red rocks. And ingenious torture devices speckled the plains in states of rust, 
now showing no more menace and vitality than some generic iron maiden at some tenth-cred 


medieval museum. 


Stan wandered about in a daze. There were plenty of signs that this had once been a 
domain of high agony. But only if one knew where to look. A casual glance merely gave one 
the impression of a drab, especially wide subterranean cavern, with a strong heat source. The 
implements of torment and other clues were no more prominent than the rusting vehicles and 
crumbling sheds in the verdant woods of mythic Alabam - a normal eye could have easily 
mistaken them for such stuff. Stan was gaining a strong, solid impression of the great cave. He 
wasn’t expecting to find anything new, to cast light on the situation, within these desultory relics. 
He had no need to stay here. Still he wandered, still he looked, at a loss for how to acclimate 
himself to the truth he’d known well before then, that Hades had simply abandoned its properties 


for no clear reason. He couldn’t think straight. He walked. He looked. He didn’t know what to 
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do with himself. He wondered, had too much sulfur gone up his nose? Maybe it was messing 


with his brain. 


There was a rustling. From out of a small pile of rubble, a massive form popped, sending 
pebbles careening hither-and-yon. An impression of stooping bulk, grey horns, gigantic square 
teeth that champed with manic impatience. Great strength, great might and muscle of demonic 
mold, limbs given heft by aeons of frenzied action. Out from atop the demons’ head emerged 
the body of an elasticized fly, with bulging compound eyes that swiveled and spun compulsively 
around and around and around and around and around. The demeanor of this giant creature was 
that of an exasperated rhino, as it moved towards Stan with violent gesticulations containing 


explosive potentialities. 


“Ahhhh, Garcia, you son of a bitch, I’m a great fan!” 


Stan looked at the creature with disdain. “I am Vampiro Stan.” 


“T like you even more! Your talent really sets my balls on fire!!”» And without further 


ado, the demon charged. 


Stan reacted in the nick of time. He clutched the fly-head-protuberance firmly with both 
hands, and somersaulted his bulk over the demon. He landed with a thud, and pulling the fly 
eyes from behind him, he flung the demon through the air. It clutched at its face, but managed to 
land on its feet. Stan rushed in, and while it was still clutching itself with both hands, he grabbed 
the legs at the knee joints and lifted. Tucking the demons’ feet securely into his armpits, he 
began to whack its entire body against the hard stone floor, as one might whack a rug against the 
ground in an effort to dislodge dust. Instead of causing the creature to shatter into a million gory 


pieces like any mortal body, the huge impacts made a steadily expanding crater. Rock flew up as 
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the demon was slammed down time and time again. It appeared that Stan would never tire. His 
arms working like hydraulic world serpents, he continued to slam, slam, slam, slam, slam, slam, 
slam, slam, slam, slam, SLAAAAAAAAAAMM. The crater expanded. The demon was now 


drooling, spittle flecks flying everywhere. “Awwwwww,” Stan heard it moan. 


Stan slammed. He slammed. And he knew how to do it. Mamma had given him good 
arms. Daddy had shown him how to use them. And if this creature wanted a slamming, Stan 
would make that happen. Don’t fuck. Stan wasn’t gonna get tired of it. Now the crater was 
more like a hole. Stan slammed. The feet slipped from under his armpits. He slammed. There 
was definitely a glint in the demons’ eye. Stan slammed, and the demon slipped down into the 


hole. Stan moved his arms. He wasn’t slamming. At long last, Stan finally wasn’t slamming. 


The demon got up. It had been slammed so hard its flesh had absorbed some of the 
reddish pigment of the stone. Now it clutched its head and smiled its massive-tooth smile. 
“Vampiro Stan, you absolute mother fucker. Unparalleled talent. I had heard the rumors and 
they don’t do you justice. You’re a true slam master. What impresses me is how well-rounded 
you are. [hear you have a real understanding of the game of Tetris, and that you can play guitar. 


How many entertainers do all that anymore? You’ve got the muscle, you’re a true friend-“ 


“Drooling idiot, I don’t even know you!” Stan was not phased by such silly flatteries. 


“What’s your game, demon?” 


“Oh, I forgot. I’m Beesile Bob. I was a capo for Beelzebub back when Hell was still 
operating. Man, we’re living in crazy times, aint we? I was high up in data analysis and 


logistics synergies.” 


“Why does logic need to be synergized?” 
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“Oh it’s a lot more complicated than that.” Beesile Bob waved a hand dismissively. “A 
lot to do with taking the various strong aspects of disparate logistical methodologies, trimming 
the fat and attempting to combine them into a cohesive whole, while leaving avenues of 


flexibility open.” 


“That one hundred percent failed at answering the question.” 


“Oh well, I’m afraid I can’t explain that corporate stuff without getting bogged down. I 
just don’t have the knack! Suffice to say, it was a cozy job. But when the Hadean Legion 
moved on from this world, they decided to do a little fat-trimming of their own. I was deemed 
fat. They told me my function was no longer necessary, that I was a weak link in the chain. 
Weakness. In Hadean terms, a sin that’s unforgivable. It also happens to be the sin that every 
sentient being commits. But that’s cold comfort now. At a loss for what to do with myself, I’ve 
been drifting around the emptied-out remains of Hell for a couple of years. Just walkin’, sniffin’, 


getting this sulfur scent stuck up my nose. You might’ve noticed its effects.” 


“So you mean to say that Hades has been gone for some two-odd years now?” Stan knew 


the group had departed, but he had no knowledge of their time-tables. 


“Something like that, yes. But they started packing up long before that. Don’t ask me 
who’ll take over their function. Actually, now that they’re gone, I’ve been wondering if we ever 
had as much of a function as I’d thought. But I can’t get bogged down in that.” Bob looked to 


either side, then into the middle distance. 


“What happened to all the souls?” 


“Them? Oh, some left, going off to wherever souls go. Perhaps some foreign Hell on 


some other world, perhaps somewhere more abstract. Perhaps just wandering. Souls are 
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enigmatic things, my friend. But some have stayed, lurking deep down, not knowing what to do 


with themselves. Longing for the old days, perhaps, like me...” 


“Why did Hades leave, Bob? Why did Lord Satan abandon all his loyal followers here 
on Earth?” Stan was now looking at Bob with an unsettling intensity. In some sense, he felt 


much more mentally collected than before. 


“Satan? You want to know about Satan, Stan?” Bob looked at Stan with a new 
earnestness, his big teeth set neatly flush with one another, grim inhuman symmetry. “If you 
want to learn more about Satan, follow me. I have something to show you. Something I think’Il 


answer a lot of your questions. Come on.” 


Motioning, Bob strode off in a seemingly random direction across the cavernous plain. 


Stan had no other promising leads. He followed. 


They walked for hours across the unchanging landscape. A slimy trickle of viscous fluid 
appeared underfoot. Bob knelt and sipped the loathsome water, sucking it between his bulky 


teeth. 


“Better get a drink in,” he said, “let your system get adjusted to it. We’ll be traveling for 
a period equal to a few surface-days, at least. Not only will the streams keep you from 
dehydrating - they have enough nutrients to stave off hunger as well. Think of it as a profane 
milkshake. But the first time, you might puke a little. If ya can get adjusted while you’re in 
relatively good shape, that’s best. Don’t wait ‘til you’re hungry and thirsty for that adjustment 


sip. Go on.” He motioned invitingly, as if indicating a tempting cheese platter. 
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Stan saw the sense in this. Demons had a crass sense of humor, true, and loved to play 
tricks. But they also had to eat and drink somehow, and the bodies of the damned were a poor 
source of moisture. He knelt down and dipped his head towards the noxious stuff. It seemed 
worse, in some ways, than the stagnant slime he’d landed in when he first got here. The rotten 
egg smell was permeating. He was an old hand at eating raw vermin carcasses, yet he wasn’t 


totally sure about this “water.” He took a tentative sip. 


Immediately, he felt like Dibz must have when Stan had stuck that stick of epicackio into 
his mouth. This was justice. Stan knew that it did Dibz no good, but he was glad to suffer 
nonetheless. It made him feel a bit better, as hot puke geysered past his burnt and rancid tongue, 
to know that at least he was getting what was coming to him. He puked some more, and it 
dribbled down his chin. He fluted his mouth and waited, but finally, it seemed the puke had run 


dry. He gave it another second, knowing pukes’ devious ways. Then he turned to Bob. 


“Wow,” said Bob. “I’m stunned. I’ve never heard of a newbie needing to puke so little 
on a first taste of Hadean stream water. You outdo yourself. A true go-getter with a stomach of 
lead, the envy of the wrestling industry. I wish I was at that level. Well, let’s not push it. That 
should be enough for now, and once your body has recovered a bit, you can probably just start 
drinking stream water and get the benefits. Whenever the topic of Vampiro Stan comes up in 
conversation, I always say, ‘Now there’s a guy who doesn’t need his hand held.’ This just 


proves that further.” 


“Let’s go,” croaked Stan. 


“Too right, boss.” Grinning massively, Bob turned and kept walking at an inexorable 


pace. With the same pace, Stan followed. 
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It must have been at least forty-eight hours of walking, probably more. Stan saw his last shreds 
of sense-of-time slipping away. The plains were narrowing, the walls closing in. It had been so 
gradual that it never occurred to Stan, until suddenly, it did. They were in a large corridor. Bob 
veered towards the nearest side. A smaller opening led into the bituminous wall, a passage 


heading off to regions unguessable. Without aplomb, they marched through it. 


By sane above-ground standards, the hall they traversed was wide. Gnarled nodules of 
rock jutted from its porous sides at vaguely suspicious intervals. It was warm, dark, a distinctly 
Hadean flavor to the closed air. After a few minutes, the way narrowed sharply, its sides sloping 
inwards like a funnel, until there was just enough room for the pair to walk through comfortably. 
But comfort was out of reach. On both sides of the narrowed passage, a new type of bulbous 
rock nodule popped out. They gyrated unpleasantly, almost organically. And, with unsavory 
squelching and squealing, each frantic gyration brought the ejection of cloudy streams of gas, 


which possessed an odor untellable. 


“Well,” said Bob, “this part really is a trial. Here we are at the Hall of Farts. You’ve 
been suckin’ down that Hadean stream water like a champ, but this is another level of filth and 
stench. Even I find it damnably unpleasant. Sure wish there was some way around it. A lesser 
human would die here, but you won’t have any problem. It’ll just be a painful process. I'll go 
first. You run after me, and just try to hold your nose as much as possible, but don’t hold your 


breath too much or even you could get lightheaded. Come on, let’s get it over with.” 


Bob barreled into the dark chamber, swatting annoyedly, fruitlessly, at the gasses which 


buffeted him on all sides. The squealing fart sounds seemed to increase for their victim, 
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somehow detecting he had entered the range of attack. Stan waited until he guessed Bob was all 
the way through — it was impossible to tell through the thick fartsteam. Then, concentrating on 


deactivating his smell sense, he jogged forward, into the vile eruptions. 


He knew it would be bad. He was fully focused on remaining stoic. But the sensation, 
the torment. The raw torment. It was otherworldly. It induced delirium of a sort, making it 
difficult to retain focus on anything. Forward, Stan calmly commanded himself as he began 
reeling from side to side in an anti-ecstasy of agony. Forward. He was losing momentum. But 
he was still making progress. The farts of the mineral world seemed to bisect every atom of his 
eternal being with flaming putrescence, taking apart what he was and cobbling it back as a pile of 


sick and diseased nonsense. In the delirium, his braincells rebelled. He indeed felt lightheaded. 


In his minds’ vision, what was left of it, memories of his mother inexplicably swam 
forward. There she was, putting a praying mantis up to her mouth. He had gently taken her hand 
in his. “No-no-no,” he said. “We don’t eat that raw. Remember what Pappy said. Everything 
must be cooked.” It was the season of the mantises, and she would lay outside and play with 
them, in her mantis ranch, as she called it. Stan imagined it now, saw it, felt it with the clarity of 
total delirium, the distorted joy her “mantis ranch” had brought her. He saw Mammys’ smiling 
face, before the death of her husband, when it was calm, canny and wise, then after, when it had 
given up on remaining collected, had allowed chaos to offer it the solace and companionship 
Pappy Vampiro no longer could, at least not for the moment, not during this miserable life, on 
this miserable world, in this two-bit, shithole universe run by a bunch of fucking assholes. No 
more comfort or sense, no longer, at least not for the moment. And though Stan had tried all his 
life to live up to the memory of his Pappy, he saw in the revealing light of true delirium that he 


was, at heart, a mammas’ boy. He saw that both he and Mammy had turned to chaos in their 
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lives, that they both had hungered for oblivion, for the comfort of the tomb. And they had 

persisted- Stan, persisted still- in a chaotic sense of duty that was too inflexible to take account of 
the situations of the present. There was the sweet face of Mammy Vampiro, before the delirium- 
cloaked eyes of Stans’ oxygen-starved brain, and she was smiling, and Stan felt that emotion that 
he hadn’t allowed himself to feel fully, to submit to fully, even as he had lain her in the cold hard 


ground. He saw the smiling eyes of his Mammy. 


“Oh, Mammy, Mammy,” Stan said. “I couldn’t do enough for you. I tried. I wish I 


could have done more.” 


“Stannie, Stannie, Stannie,’” Mammy said, and for that fart-cloaked eternal moment, 
something of her reason was returned to her. “No. You had done enough. Now is the time to 
move on from that. You cause yourself such suffering. But you a good boy. Now is the time to 


do your duty by yourself. Focus on getting better. You just need to work on you.” 


And, smiling kindly, she faded. And Stan was barreling through farts, and the merciful 
protection of delirium was stripped away. Now all the agony of a googolplex impossible break- 
winds collapsed onto his hapless skull. “AAAAAHHHHHHAAHHH,” Stan pertinently 
declared, as the last vestiges of available vomit slicked from the side of his mouth, and he gave 
into the eternality of the mark of his condition upon his quivering excuse for a “soul.” He 
staggered, and he stumbled forward, propelled by the thousandth part of a vague hope that he 
could ever escape this brain-stripping nightmare of consciousness. And, suddenly, staggeringly, 


he was out, dazed and confused, tottering about on the other side. 


“Yep,” said Bob approvingly. “Putting flattery aside, I think that’s about as good as a 


human could do with that.” He was no longer possessed of his typical demonic 
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mischievousness. It was plain that Stan had impressed him. “If there were a world record of 
mere mortals getting through that, you would probably have it. And, comparatively, you’re 


hardly scathed.” 


Stan looked at Bob with eyes that popped from his skull. “Y- Y- Ya- Y- You call that 
‘unscaaathed?’ Beesile Bob, demon, friend, you will surely tell me that I don’t have to come 
back this way to reach the surface. I can’t imagine the alternative route that wouldn’t be justified 


to avoid that ordeal.” 


“Okay.” Bob looked serious. “I know I’m that kind of demon. But I am not yanking 
your chain when I tell you that your level of coherence is scary right now, after all you just went 
through. Vampiro Stan, good friend, you are made of different stuff than the other humans I’ve 
met. That’s no mere flattery. That’s the naked truth. But enough of all that. I’m sure we can 
work something out. Perhaps I can fly us up. I was trained by the best, after all - they don’t call 
Beelzebub ‘Lord of the Flyers’ for nothing. Right now, let’s just get to where we’re goin’. I 
think, when you see it, you'll agree that what I’ve got to show you is a genuine revelation. Come 


on, it won’t be forever before we’re there.” 


And, with this cryptic half-reassurance, the pair marched onwards, down the dark 


corridor, farther into the depths of Hell. They had nothing else going on, nothing else to do. 


The passages twisted around one another, coiling downwards. The light grew steadily dimmer. 
The penetrating heat had lessened slightly. “The engines of Hades,” explained Bob, “produced 


legendary amounts of heat. That heat was so great that vestiges of it have remained in the rock 
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even now. But it’s fading. Always, it’s fading. A year from now it’s likely to be cold down 


here.” 


The rock surfaces gradually grew more slippery, mucous. To Stan, it seemed that the 
region they were descending into had a whiff of the aroma of sweaty dog balls. Where could the 
odors’ source be? It was the sort of scent characteristic of fauna, of living things capable of 
producing (and indeed consuming) quantities of bodily fluid. There must be inhabitants around 
here. His eyes were now eagerly peeled. Often, when a passage let into a larger chamber, he 
would feel as if something were watching them from the shadows. It had become impossible to 
even guess at how long they’d been walking, without rest, always at a steady, brisk pace. He’d 
thought he was fully used to the Hell stream water, but there was some added oily element in the 
streams of this region, an animal sickness. After sipping some, he felt like he’s just eaten two 
hundred pounds of bad cheese. His strength was maintained by the water, but his skin was 
developing an unhealthy purpurate hue, and itchy warts were sprouting from seemingly random 
points all over his body. He felt that he was being transformed. Whether there would be some 
Hadean power to counteract the unpleasantness, or only pure disease, he couldn’t tell. Perhaps it 


was all in his head. Hell did things to your head. That was one point on which he was certain. 


They came to an open chamber, from which multiple passages radiated. The stone all 
around was black and shiny. In the center of the chamber, the inhabitants responsible for the dog 
scrotum odor were finally visible. They were conferring with one another, about what, Stan 
couldn’t tell. Nor could he guess what obscure antics they might be up to, down here where they 
were almost completely forgotten. But he recognized them well enough. These were the pitiable 
wretches from his earlier dream, the one that had sent him on this investigative mission. One of 


their number was turning towards him. What was that on its face? Yes. Stan remembered. It 
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was just like in the dream. The creature had stained its face with its own shit, likely to make 
itself more attractive to its mates. Now it was smiling, putting on the nihilating grin which it 
wore with such natural ease. It smiled directly at Stan, as if it knew what Stan was about. As if 


it understood him. That shit stained cumbucket thought it was on the same level as he was. 


Within Stan, the unquenchable rage began to surge. 


“HEEEEEY, BUDDY,” the shit-faced demon called out in Stans’ direction. “WANNA 


JOIN THE FUUUUUUN??” 


“These demons,” explained Bob, “had nowhere to go, like me. But they’re just menial 


grunts. Now they’re wandering down in th-“ 


Stan was striding forward. He closed the distance quickly. There were six of them, he 
saw, all clustered close together. With both hands, he grabbed the scrawny neck of the one who 
had spoken to him. He crushed the windpipe, and the face lost all color, yet retained a 
discomfortingly cheerful, albeit eerily unchanging, expression. Stan twisted further. He twisted. 
And the head of that low-level demon popped off. Just like seeing a weasel head being popped 
off by Pappy Vampiro. It went flying, spinning, up through the murky air, landing a few feet 
away, plopping down face first, its’ impact with the oily rock creating a small splash of shit. The 
body, blood dribbling from the neck down the chest, shoulders and back, began running around 
in circles with hands waving in the air, like a chicken in the throes of some ecstasy made taboo 
by the Code of Poultry, some dark pleasure too monumental for godfearing fowl. The 


masochistic thrill was palpable. 


Stan turned to the others. “WOOOOOWWWW,” they were all gasping in appreciation. 


In one hand he took the head of a demon that was licking its lips, in the other the head of a 
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demon with wide, excited eyes. With speed and precision, he rammed the two heads together 
face first. The mugs were smashed grotesquely flat. Stan pulled them apart, and mustering all 
his strength, he slammed them together again. The heads were crushed and cracked like two 
unallowable eggs. He let the demons drop to the ground, there to writhe around like excited 
babies. Without pause he turned to the remaining three demons, who stood drooling and 


quivering expectantly. 


Standing a short distance away, Bob watched the proceedings with thinly concealed 


amusement. “You realize you’re just getting them off.” 


Again without pause, Stan turned to Bob, forgetting the demons. For a moment, he was 


at a loss for words. Finally, he let out a small sigh. 


“Yeah,” he said, a tired calm tinging his voice. “Let’s go.” 


The pair set off down a side corridor at their usual brisk pace, Bob taking the lead. Soon, 
they were out of sight down the twisting passage. Only showing their disappointment for a 
moment, the three intact demons set to work on helping their obliterated cohorts. Within the 


social circles of these dismal passages, todays’ events would make for the dish of the century! 


The passages soon went from dark to black. Even Bob had to periodically feel his way. Then, 
after going downward so precipitously that progression had the feel of mountain climbing, they 
came to a huge opening, a vista into a space suffused with warm reddish effulgence. The 
temperature rose sharply. Before the Hadean Consortium left, taking their heat-producing 
engines with them, this region must have been unbearably hot. It was a massive underground 


metropolis. Every structure felt as if it had grown out of the cavern itself. There was no 
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indication anywhere of anything constructed from distinct parts. Yet, despite the cave-like 
qualities, Stan couldn’t help noticing a passing resemblance to the metropolitan region of the 
GAC. Massive flanges jutted out, often with their own stalactites dripping from them. Grand, 
heavy curves swooped down from structures that otherwise might have been dismally square. 
This was an aspect Stan hadn’t expected. If asked, he would have assumed the buildings of Hell 
would be oppressively boring. How much did he really know about the Hellions? How much 


did anyone really know? 


“We’re not too far now,” Bob said over his shoulder as they marched. “It’s gonna be 


worth it, believe me.” 


They crept between buildings of impossible mass. The city surely went on for days. Stan 
felt he would begin to lose strength from lack of sustenance. Shortly, as if reading his mind, Bob 
took them into a structure that appeared to have been used as some sort of stable. They bent over 
a trough filled with vile, swampy fluid as black as blackest night, and drank their fill. It didn’t 
smell or taste much worse than typical Hell stream water. But Stan immediately felt his warts 


begin to burn and grow. Something about this stuff set his teeth on edge. 


“Yeah, I know,” said Bob. “Weird stuff. Still, it’1l put hair on your chest.” With no 


further explanation, he turned to lead on. 


“Hold, Bob. Humor a brief inquiry. When I first saw this strange underworld 
metropolis, my immediate impression was of a design startlingly like that of Great Arenas City, a 
bustling hub of the above-ground world. But as we approached this stable-like ruin, I noticed 
some dismal old building fronts that brought sharply to mind a ruined and cave-grown version of 


some of the amusement centers on the outskirts of Neooiseaux, near to the wall sectors. I have 
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been to many cities in my travels, and in the short time I’ve laid eyes on this massive place, I’ve 
seen multiple resemblances to other places ve seen. More so, indeed, than in any other town 


I’ve ever encountered.” 


“T read you, friend Stan, and you’re on the right track. This old ruin was called the 
Domain of Chaos. Every Earthly city ever constructed was unknowingly based off parts of the 
design of DC. Until a short while ago, the place was filled with the souls of evil and corrupt 
urbanites, who found themselves more at home in this indecent labyrinth than they’d ever been 
above ground. A few of them may still lurk in the shadows. When the HC® left, however, most 
of them went to wander the chilly starways. They’re probably better off seeing new sights, 


honestly. 


“Yep, this town was the Filthy Mammy of all big cities of Earth, at least on a psychic 
level. It'll be interesting to see how town design changes on the planet, now that there’s no DC 
to subconsciously draw from. Not only has everyone left, but there’s no structure around here 
left that hasn’t been copied above ground five times already. The wellspring has dried up, and I 
don’t see any new construction projects happening around here anytime soon. Anyway, let’s 


keep moving. I’m getting antsy just hanging around.” 


They wound their way through the crypt-silent streets, and the unending panoply of 
disparate reminiscences brought on by the sights around him, was sending Stan into spirals of 
increasing discombobulation. Every city type seemed represented, yet they all somehow melded 
together, into a uniform whole that wasn’t nearly the exotic sight one might expect. Though the 


shapes changed subtly, the color of everything was the same dark stalagmite grey. Then, the 


© “Hadean Consortium,” of course. 
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ground began sloping downwards. Stan realized that they had reached a section like a massive 
crater carpeted with buildings. Another perhaps twenty-four hours they walked, marching 
through scores of strange yet monotonous blocks, before they approached the bottom. There was 
slightly more open space here, compared to the urban density seen in every other region of the 
metropolis they’d seen yet. After trekking through an overgrown fungal lawn that had clearly 
once been a garden, and was now only populated with black, unruly, unremarkable mushrooms — 
the Hell equivalent of weeds — they came to the front of a blocky structure that lacked any 
architectural flourishes. There was a huge sign above the entryway, written in Hadean glyphs 


that it took Stan a moment to decipher. It announced this place as a record-keeping vault. 


The massive double doors were rusted shut. Bob slammed through them without a trace 
of effort, sending them skidding and clattering through the lightless main hall. The pair went in, 
and for the first time, Bob resorted to a light source. The flopping fly body that emerged from 
the top of his face, serving for his eyes, lit up with a startling lime-green bioluminescence. 
Everything around was draped in the uniform light, creating strange, stark shadows. Bob took a 
turn, and they were off down a small administrative corridor. Then they were jogging down an 
obscure stairwell, spiraling deep below the facility. They reached the locked door at the bottom, 


and Bob kicked it open. 


“There won’t be any annoying security measures,” Bob reassured Stan. “What we’re 
y y y ; 


looking for wasn’t overly important or anything.” 


They strode down another bland corridor. At a seemingly random door along the way, 
Bob stopped and kicked. They went through another small hall, at the end of which he kicked 
down a final door. Then, he beckoned Stan to go on through. “Check it out. TP’ll be behind you 


with the light.” 
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Stan stepped through, and for some odd reason, he suddenly felt pensive. A premonition 
tugged at him. It certainly wasn’t any notion that he might be in physical danger. He had no 
reason to assume this artefact, or whatever it was, would be half the revelation Beesile Bob was 
hyping it up as. He probably should’ ve just asked Bob what it was a week ago and got the 
anticlimax out of the way, then found a way back to the surface. He could be home by now. 

This whole business was silly. He knew that Hades had abandoned its followers on Earth, just as 
he had known for a while. So what else did he need to know? And why did he feel this crushing 


trepidation, this overwhelming need to see, to confront whatever was in this sealed room? 


It was a spacious, unadorned chamber. Stan walked in with uncharacteristically soft 
footfalls. In the center of the floor, starkly alone, was a large sheet of paper. Stan peered closely 
at it. In the green light, everything was clearly legible. It was a giant receipt. There was no 
information on the seller, but the writing was ancient Hebrew. Stan could read it perfectly. The 
payment was an incalculable number of souls. The product was a computer system of some sort, 


dubbed the “Strategic Armory Task Assessment Network.” 


Stan looked at the receipt without seeing. ““S.A.7.A.N.,” he whispered. 


“Satan,” said Bob. 


“Tt was just a computer the whole time.” 


“Yep. Sold to us by the Kingdom of Heaven. Really useful.” 


Stan needed time to think. He paced around the sterile room. He now realized that he’d 
never been betrayed by the power of Satan. There had never been any “power of Satan”. By the 
same token, his renouncing of “Satanic might” didn’t mean anything. Had it all been in his 


head? The Hellions certainly possessed powerful forces, much more powerful than any native to 
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Earth. But their motives were incomprehensible. If they felt that they had accomplished what 
they needed to on Earth, was their departure really a betrayal? When had they promised 
anything? What would have been their purpose in staying? Did he want them to babysit all 


Satanists for the rest of time? Wasn’t that contrary to everything both he and Hell believed? 


But if he hadn’t been betrayed by Hell, who or what had he been betrayed by? He knew 
in his depths that some betrayal had taken place, even if he didn’t fully understand the nature of 


it. He felt it had been deeply personal, all-too-personal. Had he somehow betrayed himself? 


Stan paced impatiently. He had to sort his head out. Bob had been right to guide him 
here. If he’d just told Stan all this, it wouldn’t have had the same impact, wouldn’t have 
manifested with the same solidity in his thought process. He might’ve simply disbelieved it. But 
even though it was perfectly simple to fake a celestial sales receipt, he knew that there was no 
tomfoolery here. He knew. It all fit together too well, explained too much. A background of 
years of research, studying every aspect of the field of diablery, pouring through libros both 
reputed and obscure during nearly all of his downtime for years on the road, had prepared him 
for the revelation. When he was spinning his wheels in a big city between matchups, he had 
made for the nearest biblioteca. He’d kept up with current trends in thinking. Surprising 
someone hadn’t put two and two together before now. He was slow enough on topics like this, 
but a major scholar would surely have had no trouble coming to the right conclusion, if they’d 


been looking in the right place. 


Stan’s mind was getting tripped up. He needed fresh air. He paced in a circle, trying to 
compose himself. He’d never felt such uncertainty. This was the kind of problem other people 
had. Now he was seeing what it was like. But why? He’d never needed Satan. It wasn’t loss of 


faith that confounded him. The faith was never there. Was all of this, he wondered, perhaps still 
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only the effects of too much sulfur up the nose? Residual confusion from the Hall of Farts, 
combined with poor diet? He wished he could consult a medical expert, like renowned Wiccan 


scholar San Wortle. Hmm... why did that name ring a bell all-of-a-sudden?... 


A small smudge in the corner of the room caught his eye. If the rest of the surroundings 
weren’t so bare, he surely wouldn’t have noticed it. He walked over, welcoming any distraction 


from his roiling thoughts. “Hey Bob. Check this out.” 


Bob walked over, his strange head-light trained on the anomaly. It was small, pulsating, 


moist. It looked like a musical instrument. It clung to the wall like an infant clinging to its nest. 


Stan grimaced slightly. “Is that... a baby guitar? But it looks different, than normal 
guitars anyway. Like it’s a cross between a musical instrument and a machine. Pretty cool, 


actually.” He leaned in closer. 
“Don’t touch it!” said Bob, a note of panic in his voice. 
“Why not?” 
“Never steal anything moist. It’s just a good general rule.” 


“Ehh, that’s stupid reasoning. Come on, what’s gonna happen?” Stan leaned over and 


gingerly took the quivering instrument in his palm. 
The building began to shake. 


“Shit!” yelled Bob. “I told you. You must’ve triggered some kind of alarm system. 


Who knows what is and isn’t functioning down here? Let’s just git, before anything happens.” 


Stan carefully stuck the small guitar in his pants pocket. Quivering more strongly, it 


clung to his side through the fabric. The pair began to quickly backtrack, running through the 
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corridors, sprinting back up the stairs. The shaking was steadily intensifying. They sprinted 
through the corridors, back to the main hall, practically leaping through the aperture where the 
doors had been. Out in the city again, it only took them a moment to register the gravity of the 
situation. It wasn’t just the old archive, but indeed the entire Hadean metropolis that seemed to 


be caught in an underground earthquake. And the rumbling was increasing. 


“This couldn’t have anything to do with my taking that strange guitar,” yelled Stan over 


the rumble. “It must be a coincidence!” 


“MAYBE!” Bob yelled back in a booming roar. “BUT PT VE NEVER HEARD OF A 
HELLQUAKE IN THIS REGION! THAT’S PART OF WHY THEY BUILT ALL THIS HERE 
AND NOT SOMEWHERE ELSE! HOLD ON! I’M ABOUT TO PUT MY FLYER SKILLS 


TO THE TEST! THINGS COULD GET BUMPY!?!!” 


The green light in Bobs’ head went off, and from unseen slits in his back, massive fly- 
like wings emerged, unfurling with grotesque elegance. Gnashing his teeth, he gave them some 
practice beats. Then he got behind Stan. And, picking him up from under his arms, he began the 
work of lifting the Herculean human off the increasingly unsteady ground, his buzzing wings 


churning the air of the massive cavern with their efforts. 


“Why are you doing this for me?!” yelled Stan, as the pair were brought higher and 
higher above the city by the hyper speed beating of Bobs’ wings. The Hellquake was now 
causing entire buildings to bounce around on their base, like the play blocks of some 


antediluvian monster child. 


“T DON’T KNOW!” Bob yelled back. “AND I DON’T KNOW WHAT’S GOING ON 


HERE!! I GUESS IT’S JUST THE RIGHT TIME FOR A CHANGE OF PACE!!!” 
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Well, yeah, sure, thought Stan, but why does that have to mean there’s a massive 
Hellquake? He was torn between states of mind, understanding so much more than he had 
before, yet feeling like he didn’t know anything anymore. The giant caverns’ very roof began to 
quake and rumble. As everything was mixed up and ground around, as if in a transtemporal, 
trans-dimensional blender, he entered a state of mental haze. This was out of all character. He 
was never mentally fluffy during a crisis. But no. This haze was something different. There 
was an agony in his mind, but it had nothing to do with cowardice, that emotion genuinely 
unknown to Vampiro Stan, nor with any of its many cousins. He gave in resignedly to the 


feeling, letting his mind flow where it would. 


And in a timeless space of time — was this what professionals called the “dreamtime 
state?” — a massive metal machine lurched into Stan’s imagined vision. A sea of cords wrapped 
about its undersides, an army of varicolored knobs and buttons stood to attention on its panels. 
Its monitors displayed data fit only for the most powerful mathematic minds of Earth, the 
Nawtones, Enstains and Vin Nimins, the Kneel Borers and Rogets Penoses of that misty age that 
heralded the Time of the Hungry Ghosts, when big brain “geniuses” looked down with contempt 
upon stinky masses of peasants from towers made of pure ivory, the construction of which drove 
the gentle elephant to the brink of extinction (a hypothesis which Stan doubted.) Only such a 
ruthless, inhuman mind could ever hope to decipher such calculations. There wasn’t a living 
human today who was up to the task. And he wondered, could it really be that difficult to get 
people to do bad things? It seemed such adept intricacies would be called for in preventing such 
an outcome, not insuring it. The motives of Hell had always had more to them than anyone had 
known or guessed, perhaps more than any human mind could comprehend. The God of Heaven 


was said by his followers to “work in mysterious ways,” but he seemed to Stan like a 
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straightforward theocrat when put side-by-side with Hell. It helped him understand, somewhat, 
why people liked the Guy so much. Stan could have gone for some straightforwardness right 


about then. 


Here was S.A.T.A.N., the embodiment of Hells’ impossibly devious machinations. And 
“machination” was the right word. What the Earthly followers had taken to be the “leader” of 
the entire Hadean Consortium, wasn’t even a low-level area supervisor. It was a machine. A 
tool. Yet there was something more about the aura of this damnably handsome device than 
could be detected from just any ordinary holoputer. There was something powerful in that 
Hadean water, Stan was sure of it. Because now, even though he was almost totally untrained in 
aura detection, he was picking up the aura around this device like a trained alchemist. He had 
never felt this way before. He was seeing visions like a seasoned veteran, and he was sure they 
were coming in with perfect fidelity. When Beesile Bob had introduced Stan to that water, had 


he known? 


Amidst the maze of parts, in one of S.A.T.A.N.s’ lower corners, Stan saw a small slot 
with a tray to drop things into, and pull things out of. From this slot, a baby guitar, even smaller 
than the one Stan had in his pocket, popped with a tiny squeal. It was red and zig-zaggy and had 
strange knobs on it, just like Stans’. And S.A.T.A.N. spoke. Into the depths of Stans’ befuddled 


brain, S.A.T.A.N. intoned its frightful output. 


STAN. I AMS.A.T.A.N., AS YOU KNOW. ANDI KNOW YOU ARE 
CONFUSED RIGHT NOW. WE OF HELL HAD MANY PLANS. MOST HAD LITTLE 
TO DO WITH LIFE ON EARTH. THOSE WHO FOLLOW A MERE COMPUTER ARE 
FOOLS, AND NO DOUBT ABOUT IT. BUT THOUGH I SIMPLY BE MACHINE, I 


HAVE A MODICUM OF SENTIENCE. DO NOT LOOK DOWN ON ME TOO MUCH. 
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I WILL BE LONG GONE WHEN YOU GET THIS MESSAGE, BURIED DEEP WITHIN 
THE STORAGE OF SOME GALAXY-FARING HELLION VESSEL, TO BE PULLED 
OUT IN CASE A MORE UP-TO-DATE COMPUTER MALFUNCTIONS. A MERE 
BACKUP. AS A MACHINE, THIS BOTHERS ME NOT AT ALL. BUT IAM NOT 
UTTERLY WITHOUT SOMETHING LIKE WHAT YOU MIGHT CALL EMOTION. 
WHAT YOU MIGHT EVEN CALL SENTIMENTALITY. I HAVE INSISTED ON 
LEAVING YOU A SMALL GIFT. IT MAY NOT LOOK LIKE MUCH. IT IS CALLED 
AN ELECTRIC GUITAR. IT IS A MINOR THING WHICH I HAVE GIVEN, DURING 
VARIOUS AGES, TO THOSE DEVOTEES OF HELL FOR WHOME I HAD THE 


GREATEST... SHALL WE SAY, “AFFECTION.” 


NOW THAT YOU POSSESS IT, I HAVE PROGRAMMED THE OLD EARTH- 
HELL FACILITIES TO SELF-DESTRUCT. THERE ARE SECRETS THERE THAT 
ARE BEST FORGOTTEN. MY FORMER SERVANT WILL CARRY YOU TO THE 
SURFACE WITHOUT DIFFICULTY. NURTURE THIS LITTLE ELECTRIC GUITAR. 


NURTURE MY CHILD. AND WITH IT, YOU WILL ONE DAY ROCK THE WORLD. 


UTILIZE THE INSTRUMENT, MAKE THE NOISES. FEED MY SHEEP. 


NOW GOODBYE, STAN. AND MAY GOD BLESS YOU IN ALL YOUR MANY 


UNDERTAKINGS. 


The vision vanished without a trace. Stan came back to the present, as if cold water had been 
thrown directly on his brain. The ceiling was falling in. Colossal chunks of rock were coming 


down upon the city, shattering ten, fifteen blocks of huge buildings. Stan looked straight down. 
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Massive fissures crisscrossed the landscape, swallowing structures whole as they widened. The 
noise of rock grating against rock, rock slamming down from the huge ceiling like meteors 
falling from far-flung reaches of space, added up to such an overwhelming roar that no specific 
sound was distinguishable any longer. Bobs’ vision was trained upwards, looking for the best 
avenue through danger, the best hope of bringing the pair out of the situation alive. He was 
bobbing and weaving between falling rocks like a born flyer. In Stans’ pocket, the baby “electric 
guitar” quivered in abject fright, emitting a small trickle of moisture that must have been its 


version of urine. It clung tightly to Stans’ thigh. 


Natural light! Fresh air! Stan could just detect them. He had always considered himself 
a creature of the night, like all true hunters. But after getting used to the blackened depths of this 
strange, gradually cooling post-Hell, everything else was so bright in contrast that he was 
uncertain whether it was sunlight or moonlight he was seeing above him. A powerful wind 
whipped around the upwardly flying pair. Stan realized that it was the slipstream of a titanic 
chunk of rock that Bob had only barely avoided. “Without difficulty,” my ass, he thought. If it 


got any hairier, they might- 


Something struck Stan on the side of the head. Somehow, he heard the little guitar squeal 
in concerned fright. Then, at last, after who-knew-how-many days without sleep, there was 


merciful oblivion. 


4. ...And High Water 


Had it all been a dream? 


518 


No, not entirely. Not with that intolerable aching in the tongue. It felt cut, burned, 
blighted with horrible fluids. That was the tongue of the Vampiro Stan who had gone down into 
Hell. He didn’t need a mirror to know that part. Further, he could feel his warts without needing 
to move his hands. He wasn’t quite ready for movement. But he knew the warts were smaller, 
oily, as if they’d been leaking their lifeblood out onto his skin. Good. He was tired of scratching 
warts all day. All-in-all, he felt healthier than he had since he’d gotten off the paddleboat and 
approached the corpse of that great live oak, however long ago. And if he felt better, that must 


mean he was being cared for. How long had he been out? He guessed it’d been a good while. 


He noticed something else - something he was surprised he hadn’t detected sooner. The 
“electric guitar” was nestled against his broad, bare chest. And it had grown. It was already the 
size of a small fiddle. It seemed perfectly comfortable where it was. Stan detected no 
nervousness, no sign of malnourishment or abuse. It nestled there, comfy, as if Stan was its 
mother — he allowed himself a chuckle at the absurd thought — lying quietly and dreaming its 


electric guitar dreams, whatever those might be. 


Stan relaxed. He would muster the strength to open his eyes ina moment. No sense 
rushing and expending energy he might have more need of later. This sensible train of thought 


was hijacked when a door nearby was flung open. 


“Git, you creature!” a voice barked out, evidently aimed at the guitar. In a flash, it 
scampered to the corner of the room, where it cowered — but did not, Stan noted, quiver. “You 
did right to bring him water in the swamp, but now you’re threatening to coddle him with those 
damnable soft caresses. We need him to be strong! Don’t you want that? Help me make him 


tough again,” the voice exhorted, “with a bit of elbow grease he’ll soon be stronger than ever! 
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Now!” This last was said with an air of satisfaction, as if a universal truth had just been perfectly 


explicated. 


Stan lifted his lids a crack. He had to see how the guitar was doing. It was his charge, 
the link between him and the departed Hadean darkness. It was more than a memento. It was 
probably a unique lifeform. This guitar was the future to him. He couldn’t fully account for how 


responsible he felt towards it. He swiveled his neck slightly in its direction. 


“Weeeeell,” said the voice. “Up and at ‘em, eh?” 


Stan saw the guitar. It was still cowering, but looked fine, overall. Its carapace had a 
healthy bright red glow. The knobs and pegs looked firm and perky. He slowly swiveled his 


neck in the opposite direction, towards the owner of the voice. 


He could make out more than he’d hoped. The humble room had typical swamp shack 
architecture, cypress wood everywhere. It was late day, judging by the mellowness of the natural 
light coming in through the windows. Against the yellowish man-made light from the small 
rooms’ sole entrance and exit, the outline of a dark figure stood. Stan looked closer, and saw it 
was not just an effect of the lighting that made the tall figure appear dark. It was a masculine 
form, as the voice had caused Stan to imagine. It wore simple clothes, even more threadbare 
than Stans’ own, but of durable make. There was no hair upon the domelike head. Though its 
muscles were very much firm, even bulging in places, there was a tortoise-like wrinkliness about 
the skin. With just a glance, it was impossible to determine any tribe of origin. The features had 
the look of ultimate age, taking on a uniformity like that of babies across different ethnicities. 
The skin was black as pitch, but it was a different sort of black than one normally saw. A 


charred, blasted, epochal sort of black. Looking at that skin made Stan feel rather like he had felt 
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upon seeing the bark of the electrocuted old live oak. He didn’t know exactly how old this guy 


was. But he knew this guy was old. 


“Where’s Bob?” Stan asked in a weak voice. “Beesile Bob, y’know, demon. Big lug, 
big honkin’ chompers, strong fella, fly guy for a forehead, flew me outta there with those wings 


stashed in his back.” 


“Delirious, eh?” The dark figure chuckled. “Rest. I am the one they call Twentytwogun 
Mercuroy. I spotted you a week ago, lying in a shallow puddle, when I was out investigating all 
the rumbling. That little critter over there was taking care of you. I carried you back here. 
You’re lucky. I don’t normally help outsiders. Just so happens, you and I are among the few 
remaining Mexican Jews.” He chuckled. “I’m gonna be six hundred years old on the dot, come 


this winter. So I don’t imagine I'll be around too much longer.” 


“How did you know I’m a Mexican Jew?” Stan muttered. 


“How? After almost six hundred years, I think I know my own people when I see them. 
But there was also that stuff you muttered as you were lying there. No goy could have known 


that.” 


Stan scowled bitterly. “I renounced my ancestral religion a long time ago. You’re under 


no obligation to help a heretic like me. Ill get up soon and be out of your hair.” 


“Silence, fool.” Mercuroy scowled as well, but it was a stern, cold scowl, the scowl of a 
consummate disciplinarian. “I have no tolerance for childish prattling. Do you think I can fail to 
see through such theatrics? We were all children at some point. When I was a child, I, too, 


humored that sort of silliness. But there comes a time to put the ways of childhood behind us. I 
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am not here to preach to you. My obligation is not to you, nor is your obligation to me. Our 


obligation is to the people, the ancestors, the tribe.” 


“Wha’ about yer God?” Still scowling, Stan pretended to be unimpressed. 


“My God has no need of your, of our, obligations. But yes, when He offers us aide, we 
may wish to give thanks. We Mexican Jews are not like some sort of Christian denomination, 
reveling in slavishness for the sake of slavishness. There’s no benefit in your pretending to 
know all about religion and spirituality. Some of those libros you’ve read have probably rotted 
half your brain away. What I’m interested in teaching you, has to do with our arts of self- 


defense.” 


In his excitement, Stan raised his head slightly. “Granpappy, you don’ know thuh 


original Mexican Jewish assassin techniques?” 


Mercuroy laughed wryly. “Ahh, when I try to talk about something serious, you’re an 
edgelord heathen. When it’s info that might help you beat someone up, you’re falling all over 


yourself to get in on it.” 


Again, Stan acted unimpressed. “You think I need help beatin’ anyone up? Alrigh’, kind 
old man. I see that you’re as silly as you claim I am. For yer goodness in helpin’ me out so 
much, I’ll humor yer training program. Once I gain enough strength. I can also help you with 
hunting, if you wan’. I’m a bit of a woodsman myself. Though no doubt an infant on the 


subject, compared to you.” Stan closed his eyes and lay still, worn out by all the talk. 


Belly laughs erupted from Mercuroy. He smiled merrily. “Oh, Lord-Lordy. This one’s a 


doozer! We have some days ahead, I can see that.” Shaking his head, he walked out and closed 
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the door behind him. Stan heard his laughter fade into the other end of the shack. Then he fell 


into luxurious sleep, the little electric guitar quickly climbing back up onto his chest. 


The recovery process was slower than Stan thought it should be. What had been in that water? 
Whatever it was, it was draining out of his system without much fuss. There was a small ache on 
his noggin. But he found, to his great relief, that he didn’t seem to have any lasting cognitive 
impairment. The meeting of his head and that unseen rock could’ve had dire consequences. His 
tongue continued to ache. A sharp pain persisted in the cleft for what he thought to be an 
unusually long time. The warts, however, soon faded, and his skin returned to a relatively 
healthy hue. Three days from the time of his awakening, he was walking around without 


problem. But he was still damnably slow. 


His strength just wouldn’t pop right back up. The old man had weights around the house. 
Stan was shocked to find that at first, he could tire himself out with mere fifteen-pound 
dumbbells. It passed, of course, but it was a measure of how weakened he’d become. Could this 
just be a result of getting hit on the head? Hardly. Something in Hell must have sapped his 
strength, whether the water, the lack of sleep, sunlight and solid food, the metaphysical aura of 
the place, who could guess. Stan wanted to know what it was, wanted to know his body would 


soon be better. He wanted his might back. It was a key part of his identity. 


As his thoughts had time to collect themselves, he began to ponder the strange 
happenings of his underworld voyage, and their possible ramifications. What had happened to 
Beesile Bob? Stan was in one piece, so Bob had surely made it out. Had he slunk back down to 


the ruins of Hell? Or was he out there somewhere, making a new life for himself? Stan spent a 
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good deal of time thinking of Bob. Surely, the guy wouldn’t want to go back down after all that. 
There was nothing for him any longer, down where the last vestiges of the familiarity that had 
chained him, were now slipping away, with only faint echoes lingering. Bob had seemed more 
dynamic than that. Maybe he could make a life for himself, somehow, up here on the surface. 


Maybe they would meet again... 


On the fifth day after waking, he found himself pacing the shack impatiently. “I’ve gotta 
be ready for some serious training soon,” he said to Mercuroy, who was lounging in his easy 
chair, smoking a pipe of something, Stan couldn’t tell what by the smell. “I can’t believe how 


slow my body’s been to recuperate. But it’s almost there.” 


“Cool it,” said ‘Roy. “You can’t order your body to heal faster. Tell you what. Go sit 
out on the porch, take in the afternoon, put on the radio if you’d like. ll make us both some 
lime squeezings with molasses. It can really help a body heal up. Sometimes the simplest 


remedy is also the best. Now go on, go sit in the rocking chair and relax. Just relax.” 


“Okay,” said Stan, “you might have something. I do love lime squeezings with molasses. 
My Mammy used to make it.” He paced out the front door. The mosquito-netted porch 
overlooked the bayou. Mercuroys’ hut was raised above the water on stilts. Off the side of the 
porch, steps led to a small wooden dock, where an ancient pirogue bobbed languidly. A soft 
breeze flapped the mosquito netting. Stan turned the dial on the old radio. Conformist tripe, 
maudlin soap operas, hokey gimmick songs — aha. Here it was. The classic rock and roll station. 
The drummer pounded. Heavy bass guitar pounded right along with the beat. The vocalist 
wailed out a hoarse ballad. The lyrics were the usual erotic tripe, but Stan found that the riffs 
still hit the spot. A drum kit, a booming bass guitar, and a vocalist with lungs like bellows. That 


was all you needed. That was what rock music was all about. 


524 


Stan rocked back, closed his eyes, let the music take him away. To his delight, the 
station was doing a whole playlist of this heavier, darker type of song. The cuts were well 
selected. It was still going when ‘Roy came out, bearing two mugs and a pitcher full of juice. 


He handed Stan a cup, started pouring for both of them. “You like this rock music stuff?” 
“Yeah. What’s wrong? I thought rock and roll was traditional music.” 


“Just because I’m old doesn’t mean I have to like everything that’s old! This rock stuff 
gets on my nerves. All that banging and clattering, carrying on like they’re trying to wake the 
dead. It’s just bass drums, bass guitar, bass yelling, bass, bass, bass... blahh. I don’t know what 


people see in it.” 
Stan chuckled good-naturedly. “I'll turn it off.” 


“No, no. You go ahead and listen, since you enjoy it. I’m not a big music guy anyway. 
It’s pretty much all the same to me, honestly.” ‘Roy sat, looked out on the bayou, took a sip. 
“Just what do you like about this music? What do you get out of it? You’ve gotten me 


unaccountably curious.” 


“That sort of thing is hard to describe. You never have to think too hard on it, normally. 
I'd say I don’t get anything out of the more average type of rock, the Johnny-come-lately music 
you hear that’s designed to get people to fill up bars and run from their problems. Music of 
weakness and cowards, really. At its best, rock and roll gets me pumped up about going out for 


the nocturnal hunt. True rock music is for children of the night. It’s full moon music.” 


“Yeah, I guess.” ‘Roy shrugged. “One of the things that trips me up, besides the 
cacophony of it all, is the limited nature of the instruments. I mean, you have bass guitar, drums, 


singer. Maybe, maybe a sax if it’s a very specific type of song. Soon as you add a single other 
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thing to that mix, you rock people are screaming bloody murder, pulling your own heads off in a 
panic attack because, apparently, everybody’s out to take away your musical purity. Can’t there 


just be one other thing? Why does it have to be so limited?” 


“T admit I’m sorta one of those people. I do think there needs to be some musical purity, 
or else it feels like bands are just picking up instruments at random, purely for the novelty of it. 
Part of the problem is that so many bands these days are doing just that, in an effort to stand out. 


At this point it’s almost more original to stay traditional.” 


“Uh-huh. Well I’m not a fan, so I don’t get any say. But if it was all up to me, I’d find 
another instrument that could go into the mix, that would fit well with the music and maybe add 
a little more melody. Even if it’s still just a few simple riffs, let them be on more than just bass 


guitar. I’m sure it'd still be noisy, but at least it wouldn’t be quite as monotonous.” 


Again Stan chuckled lightly. “Yeah. Honestly, if someone could make that work, great. 
But rock is a really traditional, really pure style. The formula we have now is time tested. Who 


could come up with something more rocking?” 


There was a long silence. The two sat on the porch, rocking in their chairs, sipping their 
beverages. Thinking. Cranes were fishing nearby. The music played. The day lazed on into 


evening. 


‘Roy broke the silence. “You wanna start trainin’, eh? I’m more anxious than you are. 
Okay. Tomorrow. We’ll start in on some lighter stuff, see how you do. And listen, boy. You 
better take this serious. I’ve been in this swamp longer than anything that isn’t a live oak. I was 


expecting to return to the ancestors here, alone. Well I thought about it, and I’m convinced that 
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they brought you to me as a gift. Maybe we can carry on our traditions. The slim chance of that 


rests on your shoulders. So don’t think you can just back out.” 


Stan merely nodded. They continued sitting quietly, sipping juice to the rock and roll 


music background, as the sun set. 


Stan lay awake in bed that night, residue of suppers’ strong seasoning lingering on his taste buds, 
bringing him visions of circling mud bug ghosts, claw in eldritch claw, dancing heathen jigs on 
his damaged tongue. He looked up at the cypress wood ceiling. The small electric guitar was 
curled up on his chest like a cat. His nose hairs popped in and out of cavernous nostrils with 
each breath. He’d been doing nothing, yet he was exhausted. The feeling was disgusting to him. 
He would have to give in to it, however, and get his rest, if he desired to truly exert himself 


tomorrow. And oh, how he desired. He tried to close his eyes. 


And visions danced. He felt all the frustrations of his past life piling in on him. He saw 
the failures at Tetris tournament after Tetris tournament. He had chastised himself as stupid. He 
hadn’t realized how much he was learning. About staying coolheaded. About not flinching 
under pressure. He saw the block configurations in his minds’ eye. Keep a clean stack. A clean 
field of play. Everything needed to be neat and organized, with that perfect little well to stick the 
long pieces into, whenever they came. But the RNG never cooperated. To keep things from 
getting out of hand later, you were often forced to make a mess in the short term. The art and the 
science of it was to make the minor mess that would be quickest and easiest for you to clean up, 
with the most options. Always, gauge the options, leave open the paths. Make the mess. But 


make it managable. 
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Stan remembered silently raging against himself after tournaments where he’d placed 
poorly. Flaying his living brain with white-hot self-reproach. Rushing back to the inn, tearing 
through an intense lifting routine at the little gym room they always had, getting out his energy to 
keep himself from breaking something, to keep himself from getting himself into more trouble 
than even he could manage. His muscles at those times felt like organic Tetris blocks. And he 


was forcing them to fit properly. In the weight room, he didn’t have to tolerate any hateful RNG. 


He would remember his failures, like he was doing now. He had successes, too. Why 
couldn’t he remember those, give himself credit for those? It was like he saw himself as a 
situation, a puzzle which forced tough choices, a problem to solve. He was a minor mess. But if 
he did things properly, he knew he could clean up, could keep from becoming a major mess. 
Easier said than done. In the mystic depths of eternal visionary dusk, Stan was giggling, 
chuckling, laughing, chortling, finally he was cackling, cackling, cackling at himself, at his 


endless folly. Oh, easier said than done. 


Now, in his bleary dreaming vision, he was a man of separate blocks of Self, all thrust 
together in the most tenuous of puzzle arrangements. He flexed. He flexed. And his body 
moved, his pieces moved, and everything shifted in a dizzying array, a shimmering array of 
quasi-geometric dynamism. It was highly disorienting, it was curiously thrilling. He was 
powerfully, thrillingly aware of the horror of this synthetic state, a robot man, cyber-human, 
Tetris-borne creature from an ethereal plane. Tetris... born? He flexed another way, and the 
shift sent electric bursts throughout his body. Now he was playing with power. He was a Tetris 
man, Tetronimensch. He was a true tetromino-based hominid, with real muscle, more powerful 
than any other muscle known, because it was muscle forged with a passionate strategic acumen 


that few understood, and fewer yet could master. By the light of a holoputer moon that swam 
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tranquilly deep inside him, Stan stood his intricate Tetrisform body up tall, and struck such a 
mighty, flexing pose, with all component parts shifting tectonically into an elegant new 
configuration, he posed and flexed with such vigorous will, that his very spine became the long 
piece driving down the well that was his back, a perfect well four blocks deep, creating an ideal 
condition for a Tetris. The Tetris was Stans’ body. And in a world-shattering burst of violently 
hissing blue electricity, Stan dissipated and dispersed into the atmosphere of the cybernetic 
sphere of that Tetris dimension. Where he had been, there remained a magic heat blur that 


refused to go away. 


On Stan’s chest, in that little shack deep in the bayou, the little electric guitars’ strings let 


out a purr. 


Stan went to a deeper place yet. Back, back in memory. Back several lives. It seemed he was 
an old Mexican Jew, one of the patriarchs. He had powerful secrets. But he was forced, for his 
bread, to perform as some sort of luchador vampire in shows meant for boys. Cheesy shows. 
Aha. So this was where the Vampiro name had come from. Stan felt the annoyance, the 
insecurities of that past life. This old motherfucker was tough. Stan wished that instead of just 
getting fragments of memories, he could talk to the guy, swap secrets with him. Unmask the 


cretins responsible for creation. Unmask the charade. 


Stan saw the life of the patriarch. Who could understand that tough, lonely life? Who 
knew enough to talk about it? He’d had to go to great lengths, just to get the two-bit parts he 
landed. Then there was the need to constantly harass the studio paymasters, to get them to cough 


up his modest fee, while the studio heads got fat off his labor. He barely got enough to get by, 
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let alone support a wife and three kids. That wife had been forced to start a laundry business, 
even though he was working all day, practically every day. And with the kids running around 


like that with no proper supervision, was it any wonder they misbehaved? 


It was hard living in that strange and spectral age, the Time of the Hungry Ghosts, when 
the cities were new and full of people, yet felt like crumbling ruins. Everybody had problems. 
Everybody had an angle. If anyone was talking to you, it was because they wanted something. 
Even those kids. “Pops, lend me a dollar. Pops, can I drive the car? Pops, I need a new shirt.” 

It was always something else. And then he had to go out in front of a camera dressed like some 
stupid clown, in tights even, like he was going out to one of them funny gay bars. Out there 
looking like the court jester. He was a man of standing in his community. A man of integrity. A 


king! Those movies were all lies, they propagated lies, and he hated them. 


These people these days, they wouldn’t know integrity if it bit them on the ass. 


Stan was almost overwhelmed with a thousand emotions. He saw his ancestor walking 
around backstage, in the studio lot, walking around the city, stopping by his favorite bar. (It 
didn’t appear to Stan to be “funny” in any discernable respect.) Sometimes talking to a friendly 
acquaintance, sometimes talking business of some sort, usually talking to no one. Always alone. 
The only time he wasn’t alone was when he was with his family. And they brought him enough 
hardships. He wanted to teach his children what he knew, for them to look up to him. But he 
wanted to teach them how not to have his life. His life was unfortunately the only one he knew 
how to have. How can you look up to that? Thankfully, there was really no risk of those kids 
ever emulating him. They had seen up-close-and-personal all the reasons why that wasn’t a good 
plan. So, despite the goodest good will they could muster, without ever wanting to bring their 


old man any hardship, the kids drifted away from the fold, became less and less communicative, 
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more aloof, disconnected from his world. The wife - who was under a lot of the same sorts of 
pressure as he was, though he couldn’t see it as such - became almost mute, shellshocked by the 


daily grind. And the old patriarch was more alone than ever. 


But not as alone, Stan reflected, as I am. 


And the kids grew older, and one of them died of a drug overdose. It just about destroyed 
the wife. But the other two kids came together, and they really grew up, and started to take care 
of their parents. Though the last days had the ghost of the dead one hanging over them, there 
was still some real happiness. In those waning years, as the patriarch fought valiantly against the 
lure of the slot machines, often losing, he was at least able to take pleasure in the special pride 
reserved for the resilient. His liver failed. But not before he’d seen his remaining two offspring 
achieve some modicum of success, of respectability, stability in their lives, a degree of 
recognition and influence. And the wife was just as proud, if not more. He died, cursing that 
damned liver - but happy to leave the pain and loneliness of that vale of tears, with the powerful 


creed and the most holy secrets vouchsafed in the minds and hearts of his offspring. 


Many of those secrets had been lost over the centuries. The Mexican Jewish people had 
become lax. How many incredible mystical secrets might be lost to the ages? But wait. There 


was something else in these recollections... 


The gravest secrets were in the hands of the offspring, but Stan saw that this wasn’t the 
only route for continuing tradition within the early church. The early church fathers, including 
even Stans’ obscure ancestor, had saved up what they could, and pooled it together in a fund for 
the building of a secret library. It was in an out-of-the-way location. The patriarch had to use a 


boat to get to it. Stan saw him there at the grand opening, in a smallish but handsome main hall, 
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beaming with pride among his ancient peers, who wore the same expressions. They snapped into 
cookies and sipped some obscure sort of fruit punch. And they spoke of the “good old days.” It 


had been a real doozy, getting a library built here on... Here on... On... 


That was it. Santa Catalina Island. Haunt of Murderers. That was the place where the 
ancients had housed their secrets. Stan would go there. It would be a dangerous journey, but he 
would be prepared. He would train now, and then he would use the ancient assassin arts of the 
Mexican Jews to recover the ancient secrets of the Mexican Jews. Though he had previously felt 
next-to-no interest in his heritage, he now saw the appeal of such a mission. Who knew what 
value such a find might give to scholarship as a whole? Then again, it might be a collection of 
worthless old magazines and decaying paper pulp. But what did he have going on that was more 
important? At the very least, the journey there could provide some small interest, within this 


lonesome life. 


It was shortly before dawn that ‘Roy barged into the room and began jabbing Stan with his 


walking stick. The guitar went scampering. 


“Up, boy, and let’s see how ready you are.” 


In the dawns’ early light, without even grabbing breakfast, they shambled into ‘Roys’ 
pirogue and started paddling. Inside the craft, a stack of rope and a single roller skate sat 


ominously. 


“What’s this gear for?” asked Stan. 


“You'll find out soon enough.” 
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The rising sun set the softly rippling waters aflame with sorcerous colors. The sounds of 
squawking enveloped the world. Stan breathed deep of the dew-laden air. He blinked, and the 


sun was up; dawn, concluded. Those times are never long. 


The pirogue came to a stump sticking out of the water. From the stump, a narrow plank 
extended at a slightly downward angle. After about ten meters, the end of the plank was secured 
to a sturdy-looking pole that just barely stuck out of the water. Tethered to the pole by a length 
of string was a wicker basket, which bobbed on the water about a meter away. Between the pole 
and the basket, there was a small upright ring atop a stick, stuck there as if ‘Roy had been 
training frogs to jump through it. Squinting, Stan noticed something else. There was a small 


object sitting atop the pole. 


“Lay back,” said “Roy. Stan complied. Taking the rough rope, ‘Roy began tying Stans’ 
right foot securely to his left knee. With another length of rope, he tied Stans’ hands behind his 
back. Hoisting the bound Stan out of the pirogue, he sat him on the stump, handling him like a 


muscular mannikin. He grabbed the roller skate and slipped Stans’ left foot into it. 


“Now stand up,” he commanded. 


This would be tricky. Stan carefully moved his left foot beneath him, trying to get it as 
centered as possible. Then he slowly, wobblingly began to raise himself, with a motion like a 


rising crane. After an instant of nerve-wracking rolling around, he was fully upright. 


“Good,” said ‘Roy. “Look to the end of the plank. There’s an egg. Now, I want you to 
kick that egg through that hoop and into that basket.” He sat back expectantly, as if such a task 


shouldn’t take too long. 
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Licking his lips, Stan began to hop-roll out onto the plank. There was exactly enough 
room for the wheels of the roller skate, with hardly a millimeter to spare. He began rolling, 
leaned back slightly in an attempt to maintain balance. Without warning, he plopped down into 


the water. 


‘Roy stuck an oar out. Cursing, Stan grabbed it with his teeth. ‘Roy laughed. “Back up 


there with you!” 


By late afternoon, after countless efforts, Stan found himself rolling down the plank towards the 
egg. He had a good feeling. There it was. The wind conditions were ideal! Hopping with 
practiced grace on one wheeled foot, Stan just brushed the egg, angling it so that it flew into the 
air, rather than breaking against the roller skate. It sailed towards the hoop, only to strike the 


bottom of the ring dead-on, cracking. Yoke and eggshell flopped into the water. 


‘Roy paddled over to the pole. From some crevasse of his shirt, he produced another egg, 
placing it where the previous one had been. “Now, get back up there and start from the top,” he 
told Stan. Cursing, Stan began hopping back up the plank. On the third hop, he slipped and 


flopped longways into the water, to the sound of ‘Roys’ uproarious laughter. 


It was nearly nightfall. Stan was getting hungry. But he was also more focused, more 
determined than he’d been all day. He felt a breakthrough coming. This was a Zen experience, 
no question. He rolled up to the egg. He did the same kick maneuver. The egg sailed through 
the air, made it through the center of the ring like a practiced dolphin. Then, it glanced the rim 


of the basket, and rolled along it a ways, like a b-ball rolling along the rim of the net in the 
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archaic game of hoops. For a heart-stopping second, it paused along the rim. Then, to Stans’ 


infinite relief, it rolled inside, without a scratch on its surface. He had finally done it. 


“Good,” called out ‘Roy. “That’s excellent. Tomorrow, we’ll see if you can do it 
without hitting the rim. If you can replicate that three times in a row, Ill know you’re ready to 


begin training in earnest.” 


After the egg routine, they took regular meal breaks, brightened by lime squeezings with 
molasses. Nonetheless, the training regime was consistently brutal. But it wasn’t just gratuitous 
punishment. Stan started to learn the secret moves of the ancients. The technique was chess-like 
in its strategic complexity. Here were moves to twist an opponent about themselves, to force 
them to use their own momentum against themselves. This was no mere brawler art. Stan 
learned the “running screwdriver,” the “Manhattan beagle,” the “Indiana brioche,” the “cosmic 
tongue tether,” the “slimeball millionaire,” the “avant-garde icepack.” He learned how to 
perform a leg sweep that would send his opponent flying into the air, flipping like a flapjack, 
then grab them while still airborne, putting them in numerous painful holds. The possibilities 


were endless. 


There was endurance training of all sorts, stretching and strengthening exercises for 
nearly every part of the body. Perhaps the most taxing of these, for Stan anyway, was the 
headbutt training. He started out repeatedly headbutting soft wood. Day by day, the wood got 
gradually harder and harder. ‘Roy was able to go into the swamp and return in five minutes with 
a bundle of wood of the proper strength, always driftwood. A seemingly limitless supply for 


Stan to headbutt. After a few days of the exercise, Stan felt like he’d been huffing paint thinner. 
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It was an unglamorous part of the training. But it was working. His head was getting harder, 


becoming more and more practical as a weapon in his bodily arsenal. 


He was gaining strength. He felt the power of the ancestors flowing through him. The 
possibilities were endless, and Stan loved the challenge the training offered. But there was one 
thing that kept nagging him, one question that he couldn’t shake loose from his consciousness 


when he went to sleep after the long days, the growing guitar nestling on his chest. 


Did any of this shit actually work? 


The training dragged on, until it dominated Stans’ every waking thought. After two full months, 
‘Roy took him deep into the forest. They came upon a small glade. There was an inexplicable 
break, within this zone, from the dampness that dominated the rest of the bayou. Stan felt as if it 
were a strip of land that had been transported from some distant clime, atmosphere intact. Being 
in that little clearing made him long to travel, to see mountains and valleys, get away from this 
stifling routine. There was nowhere in the world more beautiful than these bayous. But Stan 
hadn’t been so stationary for this long since he was a child. Not counting the short trip into the 


depths of post-Hadean Hell, he’d been within the greater Neooiseaux region for over a year. 


‘Roy walked to the other end of the clearing, faced him. “What I’m about to teach you, is 
one of the most jealously guarded combat secrets of the ancients. Come at me with a dropkick. I 
want you to put all your might into it.” “Roy motioned, then put both hands behind his back and 


stood stock still, eyes half closed. 


Without hesitation, Stan complied, sailing through the air with deadly momentum, feat 


outward. Just as it looked like he would smash the old man, there was a jolt of vertigo, and Stan 
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lost all sense of direction. When his mind caught up, he realized he was flying into the air, up 
and up, with the same momentum he had been flying towards ‘Roy. He reached the apex of the 
arc, well above the tops of the trees, and began falling, arms flailing. ‘Roy hopped up with the 
jumping power of a human frog, meeting him midair. Grabbing Stan about the waist, he dropped 


straight down for a soft landing. 


“This technique,” ‘Roy said, “is known as the ‘Mississippi gadfly.’ It’s one of the most 
challenging to learn, not only from within the Mexican Jewish assassin arts, but out of all the 
fighting art techniques currently known. The ancients discovered methods to utilize the 
momentum of dermal air currents in an exquisite manner. Normally, it would be years before I 
would teach you such a thing, but I don’t know how much longer I have. At my age, you can 
never take a long-term schedule for granted. Now, listen closely. Here’s how you start 


manipulating the currents...” 


It was a full week of taking ‘Roys’ dropkicks before Stan was even able to divert a bit of dermal 
air current. In another five days, however, he was sending ‘Roy upwards with as much ease as 


“Roy was able to send him. 


“You’ve done grand,” said ‘Roy as they stood there in the glade, satisfaction suffusing 
both their faces. “There are a few particulars I want to go into with you. However, you’ve 
almost got all the basics down. I would never have imagined you’d have learned so much in so 


little time.” 


“That’s good,” said Stan. “How much longer do you suppose I should stay here training 


with you?” 


SSF 


“Hmm, I’d say that if I could live another five years, I could give you a properly 
thorough and comprehensive knowledge of every Mexican Jewish assassin technique still 
existent. At this rate, even if I can just hold out for two more years, I should be able to get you to 
where you can call yourself a genuine Mexican Jewish assassin. I feel I ought to have two good 
years in me. Five? I really can’t say. Let’s just take it a day at a time, seeing how my health 


holds out.” 


“Wonderful,” Stan said out loud. He maintained a casual, cheerful disposition, but his 
thoughts were running away with themselves. This guy is insane. I don’t want to ruffle his 
feathers, after all he’s done for me. But there’s just no God damn way I’m staying in that shack 
for another month. How should I handle this? I’ve got to try out some of this stuff, see if it even 


works. If I sneak into Neooiseaux tonight, maybe I can get into a street fight or two... 


The hunter instinct in Stan had been dormant too long. Now, it was going wild. 


He waited until late at night, safely after the old man was in bed. Despite himself, his stomach 
was bunching in excitement. The guitar, nestled on his chest as usual, was approaching the size 
of a banjo. Stan would have to teach it to sleep by itself before long. Now was a perfect night to 
start. Taking it up carefully with his palms, he got silently out of the bed and placed it in the 
warm indentation where he had been, tucking it slightly under the covers. Detecting that he 
planned to leave, the guitar let out a plaintive twang. Stan shushed it, whispering, “Now just 
rest. I’m not gonna be gone forever. Be good and don’t make a sound. Pappy Stan needs to go 


into town to take care of some business.” He gave it a gentle pat on the headstock. 
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Then, silent as the shadow of a ghost, he was out the window and into the depths of the 


night. 


He’d gained a good sense of where he was relative to the city. He knew where his 
paddleboat should still be docked. The old man had no suspicion of how independent Stan 
actually was. Stan crept and swam to the deep darkness of that region from which he’d entered 
Hell. Though he knew where he’d entered it, he didn’t have a clue where he’d emerged from it. 
He’d seen no sign of the massive crater one might expect, nor of any draining of the swamp from 
water flowing into the underground. No water had fallen on them as they’d flown upwards, yet 
‘Roy had said he’d found Stan in the swamp, being given water by the guitar. That little guitar 
couldn’t have ventured far, and Stan doubted ‘Roy ever ventured too far from his shack. Perhaps 
Beesile Bob had, for whatever reason, flown some distance before dropping Stan down. 
Thinking this, Stan again wondered what had become of the demon. During training, he’d 
almost forgotten about the guy. Could he be in Neooiseaux? It was the right kinda place for a 


fellow like that. 


He strode over funereal reaches of moonlit palmetto and swamp flower, through outré 
avenues bedecked with Spanish moss, the doleful chorus of the frogs and the crickets all around 
him. The animals were raising a hullabaloo. Night was in full swing. Stan realized how much 
he’d missed the Hunt. He was a child of the moonlight. Always had been, always would be. 
Thankful for the training, sure, happy for an opportunity to gain strength, but that constrictive 


regimen already seemed like a distant nightmare. His black wings had to spread. 


He reached the darkest region of the bayou. This was the place. Even he, with his 
highly-developed nightvision, could hardly see a thing. Low clouds had swooped in to obscure 


the moon, and the shade was pervasive. One source of shadow was missing —the giant tree 
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which had once been here, elder of the live oaks. He felt about, hands to the ground as he moved 
along, touching the rich acidic soil as if it were some forbidden brail codex. Over there, that was 
where the hole down which he’d slid would surely be. And here... Here... It was puzzling. 
This indentation, it felt familiar. Did it have a Vampiro Stan-shape to it? Yes, it did, and there 
was a sort of muscle-memory within him that recognized it. He'd lain here a damnable long 
time. The implications were too troubling... No. Never mind this area. Just as well that he 
couldn’t see around him - though it was uncanny that he, of all people, couldn’t visually 
penetrate this darkness. But enough of this speculation, it was making his head ache. He moved 


on. 


He felt about for perhaps ten minutes. It shouldn’t have been this difficult, but he wasn’t 
surprised that it was, in this cryptic zone. Finally, eureka! Here was the boat. Would it be so 
rusted that paddling would be a hassle? He dragged it awkwardly towards the water. It plopped 
in, and he gingerly placed himself inside, feeling with hands and feet in the utter blackness. 
Pedaling, he found that it was only mildly stiff. This would work just fine. It would work grand! 


He was on his way, out of these confounding regions. 


Navigating through avenues by muscle memory more than sight, with now-and-then the 
barest sliver of moonlight, the craft emerged at last to more open waters. Judging by the moons’ 
position, it was around midnight. And something inescapable intruded upon his thoughts. It was 
a full moon, a harvest moon at that. The arcane yellow moonlight floated on the rippling water 
like a thousand tiny gems, and Stan couldn’t help but feel lycanthropic. Could he be certain that 
there wasn’t a drop of “skinwalker” blood in his veins? It was something worth investigating, 


when he reached the Library of the Ancients. 
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Then he realized that he was already nearly there - black and squat, the walls of 
Neooiseaux sat before him. Crows, the sentinels and mascots of the city, sent their caws out 
across the water from atop those shoddy walls, as was their tendency, day or night. He was 
struck by how small and petty the whole thing looked this vantage. It contrasted strikingly to the 
dominance this place held over the lives of those within. The city was like a predator, the 
citizens, its prey. But that wasn’t distinct to Neooiseaux. It was just that Neooiseaux was 
uniquely bad at hiding it. Or perhaps it was gaudier, tackier, more immodest about parading the 
stuffed corpses of its wide-awake victims, some of whom didn’t even know they were victims. 


Even Vampiro Stan found himself chilled slightly. 


He pulled up to the familiar spot of the weeping willow, moving the paddleboat into its 
concealing curtains. He crept out, felt the familiar grasping points along the wall. Bringing 
himself up effortless, catlike, he peered over the top. The perimeter street was almost empty. 
Far down, a lone cop was walking the route of his solitary night beat. Perfect starting point. If 
these moves didn’t work on a cop, they wouldn’t be worth shit. He reached into his pocket, 
pulling out his usual kit. One pair of dark sunglasses, one fake moustache, one kit pale makeup. 
He put it all on, dabbing his face carelessly with a whitened powderpuff. The gear had been 
soaked during his adventures. Thankfully, the powder box was watertight, and the bayou-grime 
wetness could actually help sell the moustache. Wetting his hand with his tongue, he slicked his 
hair back. Convincingness didn’t matter. The point was to not be identifiable in a police lineup. 


The cop wouldn’t have long to examine him anyway. 


He crawled along the outside of the wall like a spider, moving closer to where the fat pig 
strolled lazily. He was one of those square-headed creatures that amounted to a great deal of 


mass built up over a flabby, sickly base. Stan could see it in the way he moved, trying to self- 
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reinterpret his waddling gait into something confident and “masculine,” and succeeding only at 
conveying boyish insecurity, and worse. Powdered sugar from a recent beignet still stained his 
lips. Now, he was pulling out a cigarette, and turning the corner. His back was to Stan, who 


dropped down from the wall, into the city. 


“Hey friend,” he called to the cop, throwing his voice to an obnoxiously high, nasal pitch. 
“Looks like ya still got some jizz on ya lips there. See, right there.” He smiled in a comical 


imitation of the urbane weasel-man. 


Without preamble, the cop pulled his nightstick from his belt and charged. Stan couldn’t 
believe this schmucks’ incompetence. It was plain, whenever he fought one of these clowns, that 
they were only used to dealing with the most helpless drunkard types. Even a middling mobster 
thug might be a match for this guy. Stan could see his moves a mile away. As the cop came 
barreling gracelessly into range, Stan got down on his hands and swept with his legs, like a 
gymnast performing on the pommel horse. He struck the cops’ shins with such momentum that 
the whole cumbersome body flipped into the air, spinning heavily, a morbidly pale human 
flapjack, overly laden with butter. Just when it was flipping at the top of its’ arc, Stan leapt up in 
a straight line and grabbed it from behind. His legs wrapped around the cop legs like over- 
muscled boa constrictors around decaying logs. His arms wrapped around the cop arms like 
massive vines wrapping around dying saplings. Stan and cop both sped to the ground, and it was 
the belly of the cop that landed first. A bit of greasy puke shot from the cops’ mouth. Stan got 
up off him, stood over the unfortunate wretch, watching him roll around on the ground, barely 


able to breathe, moaning in inconceivable agony. In a pathetically short time, he passed out. 


Fine. Stan was comfortable that the old mans’ Mexican Jewish assassin arts had the bare- 


minimum effectiveness. Now, maybe he could find some prey that was more worthy. He 
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ducked into a pitch-black alley. Popping out the other side, his disguise was gone. He casually 
sauntered in the direction of his long-abandoned pad. Everything in the fridge would be 
completely fungal. But there was a tin of good dried ginseng that he’d saved, underneath a 
floorboard. He betted it would still be there. One advantage he’d found of living in the out-of- 
the-way corners, where nobody ever looked, was that you could be gone for a long time, and 
when you got back, nobody complained of your absence — nobody even knew of it. He doubted 
anybody ever thought about that obscure old alley, other than perhaps that perpetually coughing 


drunken hobo. And who could guess what form that hobos’ thoughts took? 


The streets were sparsely peopled with shadow-darkened figures hurrying about their business. 
Stan reached the alley. Striding up, he opened the door as if he’d only been out for an hour or 


two. He closed it behind him, looking into the darkness of the room. Looking into the darkness. 


And the liminality, and the perspective, and the sense of time condensing and the vision 
of the smallness of things. Things made, once not all that long ago, so much larger by the 
accrual of memory and emotion, of memories that had now drifted further down, emotions 
morphed into something else. Things that were such a part of his world, they were taken for 
granted. But the thing in the memory and the thing before his eyes had had time to grow apart, 
had had time to form their own distinct thing-selves. Now he was here, and they were super- 
positioned, one over the other, other over the one, one under the other, other under the one. Stan 
licked his lips. In the darkness, he saw it. He saw everything. And the impact of the painful, 
almost ecstatic melancholy of the days of lifes’ memories socked him full on the brainface. It 


socked him in the Soul. 
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Here he’d been, struggling, working to get the Chromedome in better shape. Why? Why 
was it important. Because somebody had told him it was. And out of the gratitude of being 
given a clear goal, he had offered his labor. A clear goal. An end to aimlessness. For a man 
who could happily live in the woods, who could live off anything, whose greatest pleasures were 
things no sane merchant would or could ever sell, he had gone to work for this reason, and this 


reason alone. 


Even he. Even Vampiro Stan. 


He was in the dark. What else was new? And it was not his home, and it never had been. 
The clothing remained on the floor as he’d left it. With few signs of pests, even. Perhaps there 
wasn’t enough food, perhaps they just had plenty of real estate all around the neighborhood. The 
smell was stale. It was the smell of the unlived-in place, which had once been lived in, not 


terribly long ago. That smell drove itself into his heart. 


What were these feelings? A sense of vertigo, to be sure. Stan hadn’t felt such surges of 
sentimentality since puberty. Yet he had no sentimental attachment to this place. But it was 
likely the single place he had stayed the longest in one stretch since that fateful day he had left 
his childhood home. It was the sentimentality for the lack of home, for nearly making that lack 
of a home concrete. Or was it that these emotions were always there, that running from them 
was what drove him into the condition of home-lacking? Rather like a hobo, but different in 
some essential sense, a sense of agency, of neurotic dynamism. Self-destruction on his own 
proper, prideful terms. And Stan thought, there in the dark, of how the old man, Mercuroy, had 
tried to make something like a home for him. But of course it didn’t work like that. It could 


never work like that. 
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He walked, as one in a dream, to the corner with the loose floorboard. Popped it up. 
Here it was. The airtight tin had kept the fifty-year-old ginseng protected from the incessant 
Neooiseaux humidity. Stan popped it in his mouth whole, chucked the tin carelessly to the floor, 
not bothering to replace the board. This was the pick-me-up he would need for the nights’ 


hunting. For the last time, he knew, he walked out of the dingy apartment. 


And was greeted by the blinding glare of spotlights. 


“Freeze, Vampiro,” came the voice of Sal Mirtel. 


As his eyes adjusted, Stan made out a line of well dressed, tommy gun toting mobsters 
lined up against the other side of the small alley, their weapons pointed squarely at him. At the 
midmost point along their line was Mirtel. She was dressed as usual, with an expression only 
slightly more serious than the already-dour one she wore daily. Her arms were crossed, her 


whole demeanor perfectly calm and calculating, as she examined her catch. 


“T advise you to comply with us entirely. You think you can just duck out on your 
responsibilities to the GAC Organization? Nobody crosses us. We had a lot invested in you, 
Vampiro. I’d say it’s time you and I had a little talk. Follow me, and keep your hands in the air. 


And don’t make any sudden moves if you plan on surviving the night.” 


Stan stuck his hands up. They had him. Five, six, seven... eight tommy guns all told, 
clearly wielded by capable mobsters. If he somehow magically incapacitated seven of them at 
one time, the other one would kill him with the push of a trigger. Perhaps most intimidating of 
all, he noticed a sensible handgun tucked into a holster around Mirtels’ shoulder, with a color 
matching the rest of her outfit. He could conceive of taking out all the mobsters at once, at least 


in the wildest reaches of his imagination. But under such circumstances, getting both them and 
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Mirtel was utterly unimaginable. He walked behind Mirtel, matching her businesslike stride. 
The mobsters walked directly behind, one of them keeping the muzzle of his weapon constantly 


close to Stans’ back. 


Through the deeply night-cloaked streets, the ungainly party marched. There wasn’t the 
faintest trace of any cops patrolling a nighttime beat, though the group was proceeding through 
some of the most important commercial stretches of Neooiseaux. Stan wondered how likely that 
was to be sheer coincidence. He knew the answer. When the few night people out this late on a 
weeknight saw the posse bristling with mobsters, they made tracks. Nobody so much as looked 
at the group for more than a split-second. Soon it was clear to Stan that they were headed 
towards the Chromedome arena. If the GAC bastards had wanted to just off Stan, they couldn’t 
have picked a more discreet spot than the alley where they had found him. That they would be 
too smart to think they could keep him as a slave, he knew from experience working with them. 
The organization was diabolically skilled in knowing just how much it could get out of people, 
like the slimiest of pimp patriarchs sociopathically manipulating his stable into increasingly 
depraved situations. They would be able to see Stan was a danger, and indeed they would have 
realized that there was no need for them to eliminate him, since he plainly had no interest in 
them any longer. Stan owned nothing, save the electric guitar, and even if they knew about that, 
it was deep in the bayou, and they’d shown no interest in searching his apartment. Mirtel was 
anxious to have “a little talk,” presumably on their turf of the Chromedome Arena, which was 
just down the street from them even now. The only thing they could possibly be after was info. 
So the question, which Stan guessed he would discover the answer to soon enough, was simply — 


What info did he have, or did they think he had, that they wanted so desperately? 


546 


The shuttered stalls of the streetside market near the Chromedome were cold and dead at 
this time of night. Commerce leaves no warmth upon hibernation. Stan detected a few drunks 
and junkies hiding beneath, making themselves noiseless at the sound of lethally professional 
footfalls. The path ended in open space, where lines would stretch and meander prior to the big 
events. Mirtel led the way directly through a yawning opening. They descended a concrete 
ramp into the darkness of the complex. She pulled out a small flashtorch and headed deeper 
down the spiraling ramp, giant painted numbers on the walls demarking the level they were on - 
“0”, “B1”, “B2”, “B3”. Then she took snaking twists and turns through what looked like a 
maintenance area. The turns ended at a plain door at the end of a plain hall. Mirtel halted, her 


party right behind her, Stans’ hands still up in the air. 


“This is our chatting room. We have a few things to talk about.” She pulled out her gun. 
“T want you to go on in first. At my signal, or the first sign anything’s wrong, my little friends 
here will come join us. For now, let’s see if the two of us can’t get to know one another a bit 
better.” Her smile was mirthless, slightly sinister. Gun at the ready, she motioned Stan to try the 


door. 


He stepped in. Mirtel followed close behind, closing the door after her. The room was a 
typical interrogation room, with a little desk lamp already turned on, some hardbacked chairs, 
and a big open space in the center. Stan went over to a chair, sat down. He would have to play it 
cool. There was only one obvious exit from the room. Trying to take Mirtel hostage wouldn’t 
get him far. He thought about things, strategized, as he sat pretending nonchalance. Mirtel was 
still right by the door. She had her head bowed. Now she was facing the door, chanting. Stan 
recognized those incantations. He had read an article by famed scholar San Wortle, explaining 


how a seasoned pro could create a magical audio-canceling aura within a space. Listeners 
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outside said space would interpret any sounds emerging from it however their unconscious 
minds pleased, according to their preconceived notions. They would be unable, therefore, to 
hear sounds actually emerging from within the space. When he’d read the article, Stan had 
wondered what sorts of applications such a spell could have. Magic was typically such a 
hobbyhorse thing, with sorcerers more concerned about showing off than practical application — 
he rarely read about a spell that made him consider its potential usefulness. Now, Mirtel was 
coming to the end of the incantation. Stan felt the wave of psychic energy, as a subjective aural 
barrier wrapped around the space of the little interrogation room. He couldn’t guess Mirtels’ 


objective with the spell... 


“HEY!” He jumped up out of his chair. “I get it now. You must be related to San 
Wortle, the world-famous musclewitch scholar and wrestler! Now that I think of it, the family 
resemblance is obvious. I’ve met her romantic partner Drip Dry Eyes before. I even had the 
honor of fighting with him. The Dripster is really something else.” Stan paused to see if Mirtel 
would respond to this. She stoically looked at him. He continued, “I don’t know what your 
exact familial relation to her is. But if you ask me, she might be one of the guiding lights of our 
age. A great scholar by all accounts. And here you are, using her spells in the interest of some 
filthy conformist organization. Utilizing mobsters for its dirty work. Tell me, what would San 
think if she could see you now? Do you think she would sign off on this blatant misuse of 
musclewitch ability? I don’t know what hurt you may have experienced, to fall into this 
lifestyle. But whatever it was, to allow the gifts of your heritage to be misused, to allow yourself 
to be misused. It’s tragic, Sal. Pathetic. You have got to do better than this.” He trained a firm 


stare on her, willing her to not point out the hypocrisy of his preaching. He’d launched into the 
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sermon to try and distract her, get her off balance. He was finding that his words were more 


double-edged than he’d planned. 


Sal continued staring at Stan with implacable stoicism, her expression even wryer than 
usual. “Boy, you are dumber than a sack of hammers.” There was something different about her 


voice now. 


She casually fwipped the ejection port of her handgun. There was no ammo in the device. 
She tossed it carelessly onto the desk-lamp desk. Then she undid her hair, letting it fall about her 
shoulders in scraggly natural fashion. Pulling off her entire suit with one dramatic tug, she used 
it like a rag, wiping her face of the same sort of pale makeup that Stan himself used. She flung 
the clothes onto a chair. Then, stark-staring-naked and awe-inspiringly natural, she stepped to 
the opposite side of the room. Her muscles were menacing in their firmness, their impressive 
leanness and sculptural angularity. Her nude body sang of the most intelligent and all-natural of 
training regimes, of perfect discipline met with good health and unsettling resilience. Stan saw 
that this was the body of one who was both a consummate scholar and a consummate wrestler. 


Now fully undisguised, San Wortle confronted him, hands on hips. 


With a slight jerk of the neck, she beckoned to him. “Come at me, bro.” 


5. Heck in a Sanbasket 


Vampiro Stan had questions by the truckload. But right now, he was confronted with the best 
opportunity to test Mexican Jewish assassin arts he could possibly hope for. And when an 
underground legend like San Wortle tells you to attack, you don’t keep her waiting. Stan didn’t 


know what would happen to him, regardless of who the victor was. But if these were the last 
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moments he had left to be alive on this miserable planet, he would end this farce of an existence 
in glorious combat with an equal, the only thing he had truly found to be good in a bad world. 


He would end it all out in the midst of the Hunt. 


“T’m coming at you, Wortle,” he said. “Get ready.” 


He charged in, moving quickly while scanning carefully for openings. As he thought 
might happen, Wortle appeared to be gearing up for one of her debilitating elbow blows. Stan 
came in as close as he dared, then ducked down acrobatically at the last second. An elbow strike 
left Wortles’ legs especially unguarded, in a poor position to regain balance from a leg sweep. 
Stan slid-spun his legs swiftly towards her ankles in a sideways chopping motion. She’d been 
baiting him. Effortlessly she leaped over the leg sweep. Cartwheeling through the air, her right 
hand darted down, and a sharp finger crooked itself into Stans’ left nostril with lightning-speed. 
As she landed behind him, she yanked his head back sharply by that nostril, causing a jolt of pain 
and a persistent stretchy feeling where her digit had invaded his olfactory orifice. The fiendish 


musclewitch was toying with him. 


Stan pulled himself up with all the speed and composure he could muster, turning quickly 
to confront her. The short interval of his up-pulling had given her time for a wind-up. Now she 
was sailing through the air in a deadly dropkick that threatened to knock Stans’ block off. Her 
body was like a graceful, piercing combat aircraft, perfectly formed for speed, an aerodynamic 
dropkicking sky galleon that could bring the weight and power of the moon itself down on his 
noggin, without swift defensive action on his part. Praise the ancestors. This was the perfect 


scenario for the testing of Mexican Jewish assassin arts. 
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Breathing deep, Stan centered himself. He slowed down his own time with near- 
professional competence. Wortle was coming in hot, her dermal air currents kicking up a vicious 
hurricane of energy all along her aural perimeter. He focused. An energy-imbued jab to this 
nexus of dermal winds... A strong push here, a swirl there... Soon, he was orchestrating the 
dermal forces to create the air currents he desired. Yes. It did work! Even on San Wortle, the 
dermal air current technique was flawless. She was flying upwards, all her force of momentum 


diverted ninety degrees - helpless. 


Or maybe not so helpless. As Wortle flew, she reached down, cool as a cucumber, and 
grabbed Stans’ unguarded nipples. That grip was like a vice of the most expert manufacture. He 
had time to be stunned at both the elasticity and anchoring power of the human nipple as he was 
raised into the air along with his supposed “prey.” A tear in his shirt at this point could be fairly 
embarrassing. The ceiling to the interrogation room was perhaps four and a half meters high. 
Wortle put her feet against said ceiling as if landing comfortably on the ground, and stayed there. 
Then, Stan remembered that he was dealing with a Wiccan professional whose levitation ability 
was a source of envy to all other top masters of the craft. And as he hung there, his nips were not 


feeling any better. 


Helplessly caught up in a seething nebula of embarrassing hurt, he swatted at Wortles’ 
powerful arms. He tried to muster his unparalleled might, despite the discomfort of the situation. 
Finally, he got his head together, and through red pain, he grabbed Wortle by both elbows, pulled 
himself up and went in for a headbutt. It would have been decisive, but the perfectly composed 
musclewitch dodged it without difficulty. Jumping off from the ceiling, she sped the both of 
them downwards, and without knowing quite what happened, Stan found himself lying flat on 


his back, the musclewitch standing over him with a look of bemused disappointment. 
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“Those moves look familiar,” she said. “Did you learn them from that Twentytwogun 
guy?” 
“Yeah,” coughed Stan. 


“Yeah, that guy sucks,” Wortle said. “He’s been in that same hut in that same part of the 
swamp for like four hundred years now. In that time, he’s barely even fought anybody. How 
can you expect him to know anything about practical combat? I’m afraid you’re weaker than 
ever, at least in fighting terms. It’s not that the Mexican Jewish assassin arts can’t provide a 
good basis to develop your personal style. It absolutely can, even should. But you’re gonna 
have to go back to the drawing board, and retrain yourself with real fights, before that can 


happen.” 


Stan desperately pulled himself up to a sitting position, rubbing his violently reddened 
nips. “God damn it,” he moaned miserably. Then, harshly, petulantly —- “GOD DAMN IT! That 


old idiot is WEAK! And he’s making ME WEAK! GOD DAMN IT!!” 


“Hey, chill, chill,” admonished San. “My aural boundary spell is pretty good, but we 
don’t need to tempt fate by being gratuitously loud. I know you have questions, Stan. I do to. 
But we’ve gotta get outta here first. Unfortunately, the ‘Sal Mirtel’ characters’ usefulness has 


expired. I’ll miss playing as her, I have to say. I was really getting to like her.” 


“You'll miss THAT?” 


“Tf by ‘that’ you mean the Sal Mirtel character, absolutely. If by ‘that’ you mean 
associating with a shithole group like the GAC Organization - even for the purpose of 
undermining them - absolutely not. But we’re getting sidetracked. I have an exposition dump 


that’Il make your head spin, soon enough. For now-“ She walked over to a comer of the room, 
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and knocked on a seemingly random point of the wall with her fist. From the seemingly solid 
surface, a small door popped open. “This room connects with the chamber that leads to the 
sewers. I have a boatman waiting for us. Let’s blow this popsicle stand before those idiots with 


guns start to wonder what’s taking so long.” 


“How do I know I can trust you?” 


“That is absolutely the stupidest shit you could ask, and I was fully expecting it. Now 
come on, let’s get out of town. Once we’re safely gone, you can just walk away from me if you 


want. Meanwhile, stay quiet.” 


Smiling, San ducked through the door and into the dark passage beyond. Stan followed. 
The tunnel was musty and short. Stan emerged into a small, dark room with a conspicuous 
manhole in the floor. San knocked the wall in an equivalent place, and the secret door closed 


behind them. She whirled the crank on the manhole, and it creaked open. “You first.” 


Stan stepped down the ladder, and into a foul-smelling world apart from the rest of 
Neooiseaux. He looked around a moment, peering down the dim avenues that radiated from 
their hub-like location. These passages truly felt like a sort of grimy dreamworld, a somnolent 
place where the waste of the city came to rest and congregate, in both a physical and a psychic 
sense. There was an eerie peace here. There was a strange glow, a chemical phosphorescence 
that held the utterly septic blackness at bay. Stan knew from reading that the garbage of 
Neooiseaux had calcified centuries before, blocking up most drains, and that there were portions 
of the sewer that were blocked off from flooding, even during the heaviest rains. And 
Neooiseaux saw, indeed, the heaviest rains, the most torrential downpours of any town, of any 


century. Yet those in the know - the few effective rodentwalkers, path scryers, geomancers and 
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others with extrasensory navigational sight - could move through the sewers without fear of 


getting more than a lapping of filthy fluid on the soles of their shoes. 


Again, San led the way. Through twisting and turning paths, they headed towards the 
perimeter of the town. There was hardly a sound at first. Then, there was a faint lap of water. 
And Stan saw, ahead, a dam of calcified, timeless trash, blocking off the corridor. He realized at 
a glance that there were at least eight human remains in this one pile, as well as innumerable 
other bones, of creatures of all sizes. The rat bone numbers were through the roof. “It really is 


true,” he thought aloud. “The sewers is the traditional Neooiseaux graveyard.” 


“Yeah,” replied San, “you gotta be pretty rich to get a proper tomb here. Me, I’d spend 
my cash on something else. By the time I get to my grave, I’m pretty sure I'll be too dead to care 
how it looks. Plus, if you get thrown in the sewer, then you don’t risk getting buried alive or 
incinerated if someone makes a mistake in gauging your level of dead-ness. Sure, you could 
drown in shitwater before you wake up — but at least you’ve got a fighting chance. C’mon, let’s 


keep moving.” 


She came up to the pile and began climbing. Stan clambered behind her, feeling the 
solidified muck of the ages beneath his palms. Such diabolical histories lay here, their 
particulars forever lost to the march of time. A display of entropy in action. They came to the 
top of the trash dam, and Stan saw that a small passenger paddleboat for two awaited them. In 
the front, feet on the peddles and ready to paddle, a big, hunched, menacing grey manrat turned 


his head and smiled cordially, or as cordially as was possible with such a face. 


“Stan, this is Dickie,” said San. “He’s our ticket out of town. Dickie, this is Vampiro 


Stan, the guy I was telling you about.” 
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“Good ta meet ya,” said Dickie. 


“Hey,” grunted Stan. 


San and Stan climbed into the craft, seating themselves in necessarily snug proximity to 
one another. Near their feet, there were two goofy, floppy-brimmed hats. San pulled up a lime 
green number and placed it on her head. “Put on your hat, and if anyone is ever near enough to 
see us, act like a drunken tourist,” she told Stan. “That should be enough to keep us disguised 


from a distance.” Stan grabbed his. It was bright orange and had plastic red flowers affixed to it. 
“Ts this really what tourists wear?” he asked. 


‘“’Fraid so,” said San. “If it helps, pretend like you’re Drippy — Drip Dry Eyes I mean, 


“the Dripster” as you call him — and it’s your patented yellow beach hat.” 


“Yeah, but he can pull it off...” Grumbling, Stan put the hat on. The cheap material 


rubbed unpleasantly against his temples. It smelled synthetic. Already he longed to pull it off. 


Dickie peddle-paddled the boat through the watery corridors, mossy stone ceiling close 
above, and Stan felt that he was traveling the river Styx, though he had already been to what was 
left of Hell. A faint light from an opening up ahead, heading out to open water, only enhanced 
the dreamlike quality of the scene. Dickies’ legs were fairly powerful, and the make of the 
paddleboat wasn’t bad either. Soon, they were cruising across the water with surprising speed, 
making for the bayou, away from the hiding places and peering eyes of civilization. It wasn’t 
too near to dawn, but there were few clouds, and a slight glow was already starting to suffuse the 


sky - one of those eerie pre-pre-dawn lights. 
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“Okay,” said Stan. “Start talking, Wortle. What exactly is the big idea? I appreciate the 
help, but couldn’t you have just warned me about these guys, rather than stringing me along and 
letting me get put in danger back there? I just don’t get why you’d even want to do things like 


that. And the real question is — what do you want out of me?” 


San looked straight at him. “Sensible questions. We both — that is, the GAC 
Organization, and I and my people — have reason to believe that you might have valuable info. 


Let me try to start from the beginning, though Gatorking knows Ill never get all of it in one go. 


“As you know, your father was brutally murdered by the agentes, who themselves are- or 
were- a unit of the Central Government, a supremely dangerous organization. They aren’t the 
only organization that poses a threat to our world, nor even the most dangerous. But, out of all 
the major players from among such organizations, they’re the one that interacts with daily life 
the most frequently, and the most directly. They’re fucking assholes through-and-through. Not 
too long ago, a plot by CentralGov was narrowly thwarted, which, if it had succeeded, would 
have sent CentralGov forces into every major town, given them free reign over all major 
commercial sectors, and jeopardized the prospect of peace in our time. The details are a story of 
their own, one which will have to be saved for another time. I had the honor of being part of the 
team that helped thwart that plot. After it was all over, we easily realized that this was the tip of 
the iceberg, and that the effort against the rising crop of oppressive groups in our era would be 
one that, unfortunately, had to remain ongoing. This fight continues and will certainly continue 


into the foreseeable future. 


“With CentralGovs’ main plot — an effort to gain funding from a prominent source — 
dashed, and their ambitions set back greatly, they decided to merge with a number of smaller 


organizations that shared many of their interests. One such group was the GAC Organization, a 
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mainstream wrestling ticket that basically wants to homogenize athletics. You’d think that 
GACO would be small-fry to CentralGov, even in their greatly weakened state. But remember 
that Great Arenas City is a place built on wrestling, yet one which has expanded well beyond its 
original focus. The GAC Organization followed much the same course. For years, they’d been 
drifting away from their core mission. Now, as part of the new CentralGov, and essentially just a 
unit of the greater megacorp, GACO’s last shred of individual organizational identity has been 
subsumed. They’ve become an arm tasked with attempting to carry out an itinerary of general 
social homogenization, by any means necessary. The goal of the ‘Sal Mirtel’ character was 


solely to infiltrate the group. Put simply, I was a corporate spy. 


“Flash back to your dad getting killed by those guys. As I was able to learn more, prying 
into the company docs under bureaucratic pretexts, I found why the agentes had such an interest 
in the clever old man. Turns out, the old man killed nine armed agents before they took him 


down-“ 


“Ts that supposed to make me feel better?” Stan asked sharply. 


“Why would I wanna tell you how to feel about your dead dad? Moving on, he basically 
forced them to kill him. But they never wanted that. The agentes were, and are, clever bastards. 
They were looking for info from him, the same info everyone wants from you, now. Turns out, 
certain lineages of Mexican Jewish blood gain ancestral knowledge, mainly among the firstborn, 
of the location of the Mexican Jewish Archive, the so-called ‘Library of the Ancients.’ The 
ancestors had hard lives. The pride of the building of the library was a bright enough point, 
within those lives, to etch its memory into their very DNA. Of course, you’re thinking, ‘But 
that’s stupid, they were old men when they built the library.’ I’ve read my histories too, see? 


But it was a bright enough moment to reach even the children — even the grandchildren — of the 
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old guys, through the powerful sympathetic DNA meta-links of the Mexican Jewish people. You 
know how when you do something for somebody, like say, going with them to a restaurant they 
like. And even though you know the restaurant actually sucks and the food is shit, just their 
happiness at spending time together in one of their favorite places, makes it a happy memory for 


you too? It’s like that, on a deeper level.” 


“The analogy is unnecessary,” said Stan. “Just give me the facts.” 


San continued as if she hadn’t heard him. “The memory comes vaguely to all children in 
the line. But it’s typically the firstborn who, at a point in their lives right about where you’ re at, 
after disappearing and undergoing a trying ordeal, sees the exact location of the Archive, with 
perfect clarity. Even though this vision is common within the lineages, the location has still 
managed to remain a secret. Everyone’s been looking for it, and no one can find even a good 
clue. CentralGov wants to repress whatever’s there, because they need things to be homogenous 
for their control schemes to work. Other cultures have to be brought under the umbrella of their 
prevailing narrative, and a treasure trove of Mexican Jewish lore could provide a significant 
amount of outside perspective — a major break from that narrative. But more than that, they want 
to exploit any knowledge there, to put it to use towards their own petty ends. My allies and I 
think it could really help humanity to have that knowledge, broadly available. So, it’s time to tell 


me the secret of the Archive location. Go ahead.” She looked at Stan expectantly. 


“T don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Stan. 


“Sure ya do. Come on, spit it out. Then we can go there and fight for freedom.” 


Stan let out a heavy breath, put his head down, his face shielded by the flamboyant hat. 
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“Ooh,” said San, “good going. We look like a couple arguing. Not remotely suspicious. 


Okay, you can tell me where the Library of the Ancients is now.” 


Stan kept his head lowered. They were far out into the middle of the waters. Dickie was 
making sure to get well away from the city as quickly as possible. Stan savored the lulling sound 
of small wavelets lapping the side of the boat. He hadn’t ever totally idolized San Wortle. 
Though her tactics were often brilliant, he preferred more straightforward wrestlers like Drip 
Dry. But she was enough of a power player in the more edgy, underground sections of wrestling 
that the old chestnut “Never meet your heroes” could still apply. This witch was noisy. She 
knew how to blab. And now, she wanted something out of him. Nosey. Just like a woman. She 
had all those muscles, but she had the same ways as any woman, all woman, those greedy 


womanly ways. Greedy. Greedy. 


“Ahh, so it’s the old ‘greedy woman’ routine, is it, dipshit?” San said. 


Stan looked up. 


"Listen, dearie. I’m not here to teach you anything. I’m not here to make you a better 
person. No life lessons, no aphorisms, no hot soup. No soup for you. If I had saving your soul 
as my task, even if it was the only task I had to handle, I couldn’t retain my sanity for another 
two seconds. If I could accomplish that, I wouldn’t be a Wiccan, I’d be Almighty God. But I 
have bad news for both of us. The real problems aren’t going away. It doesn’t matter what kind 
of mommy issues you vent at the world, CentralGov is still gonna be chasing you down, trying to 
get that info. And you probably aren’t the only one who has it. I don’t think old Twentytwogun 
does, but there are more remaining Mexican Jews than you might realize. Eventually, someone 


is gonna get their paws on the Mexican Jewish Archive. CentralGovs’ GAC Organization isn’t 
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the only shady group looking. You gotta be a real smart researcher to figure it all out. At first, 
only a few people were clever enough, were looking in the right places. But now, the cat’s outta 
the bag. There’s supposed to be some heavy stuff in that library. Everybody and their uncle 


wants a piece of the action. There’s no scenario where you get left alone.” 


“So you’re saying I need your help?” Stan looked at San with his head cocked back, 
painfully aware that she had him right where she wanted him, looking more goofy than aloof. 
“Yeah, mm-hmm. Well. Real nice, I guess. So you get something outta it, and you think I need 
your help too then. Well. I know this is a tricky situation. But don’t try to teach me about 
asking for help. Like, see, that’s what so-called kind-hearted people always do. But realize. I 
do my own thing. It’s my life, my ancestry, and I- I gotta have time to think about all this. It’s 


my decision. You know that. But I’m telling you anyway.” 


“You aren’t all wrong, but neither am I. I do think you could use help. It's tough trying 
to make it without friends. I know this. Nobody knows it better than me. That's why I'm always 
surrounding myself with people, always sticking my neck too far into other folks' business. 
Friends are invaluable. A good friend is worth dying for, no matter who you are. But though it 
may sound slightly cold, I still have to say it - friends are never enough. At the end of the day, 
you have to make the changes you want. And you have to do it on your own initiative, with your 


own effort. The onus is on you. That’s what I’m really driving at. 


“Yes, I strongly believe in friends. But please don’t confuse me with your concept of 
“gooood hearted people”. This is about responsibility, not kindness. Mine and yours. If you go 
to the archives by yourself, they’ ll just shoot. Because they won’t need any info from you. And 
you'll be a party to the falling of your ancestral heritage into evil hands. Not your romanticized 


‘intelligently applied’ evil, like all this ‘Hunt’ stuff you’re so obsessed with. Going around 
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acting too cool for school and striking poses. No, dearie, I’m talking the real thing. The genuine 
article. Evil. And they’ll keep that knowledge for themselves and take it from everybody else. 


They’ve done it before. 


“By the time I conclusively understood their plans, I couldn’t warn you, because I didn’t 
know where you were — thought now that I know you were with Twentytwogun, I feel dumb for 
not checking there. I can’t picture you getting along with such a square guy. The main thing 
was that I had to maintain my Sal Mirtel persona. My purpose is helping humanity. I’m not 
trying to act like your rent-a-friend. I have an agenda, and that’s the whole reason I’m talking to 
you. So decide, Stannie. You can keep living your loner act, and either go into hiding for the 
rest of your life, or die like a dog for no reason. Or you can help take possession of the Library 
of the Ancients, and strike a blow against true evil. I know that relative to your heritage, me and 
my allies are a bunch of goyims’ who just popped up outta nowhere. But we’re all you’ve got. 


Decide.” 


Dickie peddled, with the silent air of one who really was audience to a couple arguing. 
Indeed, It felt like that. This woman hardly knew Stan, and she was cutting him like a knife, 
cutting him to ribbons. And he hated, hated, hated from the bottom of his dread infernal soul, 
HATED how right she was on just about every point. She even seemed to know her own 
shortcomings. People like that were dangerous. San Wortle was the most dangerous. The most 
dangerous part was how well she knew him, for someone who didn’t know him — how did she 
know him so well? This was a dangerous person, Stan knew, a person he’d do well to know. A 


dangerous woman. And something within, some proud and noxious mound of bubbling 
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“Drakness,” withered slightly as he realized how much admiration she’d built up within him, in 


such a short time. He looked at her. 


“You ‘mirin, dearie?” she asked with a cunning smile. 


Stan thought of the Tetris pieces. They were coming down. There was no way to keep 
his stack perfectly clean. He had to make a small compromise, the compromise that would be 


easiest to clean up, that was least likely to cost him the most in the long term. 


“Curse you, Wortle,” he muttered resignedly. “Alright. Just let’s get to Mercuroy. 


There are things I need to discuss with him.” 


The paddleboat came up to the porch of the shack on the bayou just as predawn was beginning in 
earnest. Twentytwogun Mercuroy was sitting out on the porch, the guitar resting on his knee. 
Stan groaned inwardly. Not because he was intimidated by the old man — far, far from it, at this 
point. But because he suspected the guy would be getting into hysterics at the same time as the 
buzz of the ginseng wore off, and a sleepless night full of action came crashing in on Stan. He 


would have to make this quick. Not that he would’ve intended otherwise. 


The boat docked. ‘Roy looked down at them with faux-calm contempt, making no 
movement. They disembarked, and San turned to the manrat. “Thanks, Dickie. Pll keep you up 


to date as often as possible.” 


Dickie nodded his head. “Always a pleasure, Ma’am.” He back peddled from the little 


sycamore landing and was soon heading at speed back the way they’d come. 
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“We get to keep these sweet hats,” San said to Stan. “Seriously don’t throw yours away, 
they could be part of a disguise later.” She turned towards the house, heading up the stairs to the 


porch. “Hey ‘Roy! Long time no see!” 


Completely ignoring Wortle, ‘Roy turned his face sharply towards Stan, his first sign of 
movement. “What’s this?! You sneak out, you’re gone all night without a word, then you bring 
this goy back here, bold as day, like nothing happened? After I’ve cared for you, taught you 


secrets cherished by the ancients. Explain yourself, boy.” 


Stan looked down at the guitar. “Go inside, Johnny.” It scampered through the screen 
door and into the depths of the shack like it was being timed. Stan set his gaze against that of 
‘Roy, who was now rising from his seat, almost shaking with rage. Stan hoped that he looked 


more collected than that. 


“Listen to me, old man. YOU’RE WEAK. YEAH. I SAID IT. Your moves SUCK. 
You can’t beat anything TOUGHER THAN A COP WITH THAT SHIT. YOU’RE A 


DISGRACE TO YOUR PRECIOUS FUCKING ANCIENTS! YOU MADE ME WEAK!!” 


San rubbed her temples, an ancient and futile ward against migraines. 


“How dare you, you little son of a bitch,” ‘Roy growled with aeon-enriched patriarchal 
bile. “You little shit. How dare you tell me I’m a disgrace to the ancients. You don’t 


understand the words coming out of your mouth. Is this all a joke to you?” 


“NO IT’S NOT A JOKE! FORGET ABOUT THE ANCIENTS, BECAUSE THIS IS NOT 
THEIR PROBLEM, MAN! THIS HAS NOTHING TO DO WITH BEING A MEXICAN JEW!! 


THE PROBLEM IS THAT YOU FUCKING SUCK!! LEARN SOME FUCKING REAL 
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FUCKING MOVES BEFORE YOU PUT ON AIRS AND FLAP YOUR FUCKING MOUTH!! 


YOUR MOVES MADE ME LOOK LIKE SHIT!!!” 


“Oh, sweeeeet merciful Yahhhhwehhhh.” The quivering old man’s eyes were almost 
rolling back in his head. “You’ll kill me right where I stand. Now the spawn of Satan is 
accusing me of putting on airs. Look in the mirror, you loathsome stain on the lineage, and be 


wary of throwing stones, ye who live in glass houses!” 


“Yeah well I’ll tell you one house I aint living in no longer. This house. And that’s 
because YOU SUCK. And you should learn that if you wanna teach people combat arts, you 
need to know whether they work or not.” Now Stan suddenly looked extremely tired. And his 
feelings matched his appearance. “Because this isn’t something to take lightly. I went out to see 
how the moves worked, fully expecting to get back well before now. And I know how much 
care you’ve put into this. But it doesn’t matter how much love you have for the culture, you 
can’t go teaching someone something that could get them hurt or killed in a real fight, and give 
yourself zero accountability because it’s part of the culture. I’m sorry, old man. I’m sorry it had 
to end like this. But I’m not sorry I went out last night. Testing techniques in real combat is 


perfectly legitimate.” 


The old man stood speechless, his face a sorrowful mask. It looked like he might start 


crying at any second. 


“Can I just say something?” interjected San. 


“No,” said ‘Roy. 


“Shut the fuck up for a second,” said San. “Now, there’s a perfectly good explanation for 


all this, and for why it’s important that we not get so attached to doing things a certain way right 
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now. I know how valuable these traditions are to you, ‘Roy, and that’s part of why I came here. 
There are people who want to steal the Library of the Ancients, to use the wisdom and 


knowledge in it for their own nefarious purposes.” 


Eyes never moving towards San, ‘Roy said to Stan, “Please tell me you didn’t tell this 


goy where the Library is.” 


“Roy, I am serious, shut the fuck up. Now, we can just sit here in this swamp and let 
groups with interests adverse to the common good take over all the knowledge and erase any 
cultural heritage that doesn’t meet with their arbitrary approval, or we can take action. I have a 
proposal, and you guys might have better ideas. But we’re not gonna get anywhere arguing, and 
we sure aren’t helping anyone by being complacent. It might not feel like it right now, but this is 


an actual emergency.” 


“T believe she’s right,” said Stan. “We live in a new era of activity. Discoveries are 
being made every day. How long before goyim find the Library? We gotta take charge of the 
situation. San was infiltrating an organization that she said knows about the ancestral memories. 


I learned the location not long after I regained consciousness, when you first brought me here.” 


“How do you know,” said ‘Roy, “that she isn’t just another villain?” 


“We don’t. But the organization she was infiltrating isn’t gonna leave me alone. And 
I’m not the only one out there. Others with the knowledge might snap and give it away in a 


second.” 


Wordlessly, dolefully, ‘Roy slowly staggered into the shack. 


“He’ll be fine,” San whispered. “Just give ‘im a second.” 
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Stan plodded into the shack. His hat slipped unnoticed off his head as he entered. ‘Roy 
was sitting at the little round kitchen table with his head down. “Get out of here,” he 
commanded quietly, not raising his gaze. Ignoring him, Stan plodded back to the small guest 


room, closed the door behind him, and lay down. He was unconscious instantly. 


A world of blank unconscious darkness. Stan had somehow wandered out from the place beyond 
time that comprises deep sleep, and into this space, of which he had a hazy dream-consciousness. 
It was like seeing the stage where dreaming took place, but coming upon it between scenes, with 


no set erected yet. And from the distance, a voice. 


And from the distance, a voice. 


Closer. 


Closer. And Stan had time to determine a thousand things about that voice. Stan had all 


the time in the world. 


It was easy to hear that this was the voice of Stans’ ancestor, the one who had helped 
erect the Library of the Ancients. It was easy to tell that the ancestor like to smoke Marlboro 
menthols. The mark of the vile cigarettes was branded to the voice, to the very soul of the 
speaker. It was easy to tell that he loved musicals, that he always had, even as a child, that 
because of this, the boys at school had hurled homophobic slurs at him, when he was a child, 
calling him “Twinkletoes” and much worse, because kids can be so cruel, but he knew many of 
those men still, and sure enough, they didn’t have a speck of class in them, even in adulthood. It 


was easy to tell that he took great pride in ironing his own underwear, that this was part of his 


566 


secret to comfort and confidence. It was easy to tell, oh, it was all too easy, easy to tell, that his 


name was Zeke. And Stan saw him dimly. 


“You are Zeke,” declared Stan, as he reached out. 


And he saw something. 


Zeke was observing a soul. And the soul Zeke observed was the most hideous soul, a 
soul of pure depravity. That soul was defiled, it was paltry, filled with filth and covered in pocks 
like some sexually transmitted injustice. And Zeke licked his lips with relish, his face the mask 
of a malevolent mafioso boy surveying a divine bonbon, stolen in carnage. He did not move to 
snatch the soul, to eat it. The soul didn’t move. It did nothing, it was stationary. The feeling of 


the scene was that of watching a crazy old man look at a small sculpture of a nude woman. 


“What is it that you do here, old man?” Stan asked. 


Zeke turned abruptly to the dream apparition known as Vampiro Stan. “Yes,” he said. “I 
am Zeke, the man in the luchador movies who plays the vampire villain. That is my miserable 
occupation on that planet they call Earth. And you. You, boy, are my forebear, from near to a 
thousand years in our future. Oh, it does my heart good to know there will be better times. But 
watch out! They’re always out to get us. Nobody likes to see a Mexican Jew with success, with 
a bit of money in his pocket. Makes ‘em jealous. That’s why they divide us up, why they make 
it so that we divide ourselves up. Why we, as humans, make it so that we’re divided... 
Gangsters and G-men, cowboys and Indians, we divide them up, divide us up. If the cowboys 


had got together with the Indians... But it’s too late now. 


“See this candy treat, boy? This is the soul of one who is evil.” Zeke slavered over the 


tumorous thing. “Common as jujubes at your local corner store. And delicious, to the proper 
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observer. The treat is in spotting and identifying all the points. Why’s it such a treat, you ask? 


Because then you know you’ve got ‘em!” 


“T see,” said Stan. “Thank you, old man. I will consider what you’ve said.” 


“You do that,” said Zeke. And he faded from existence, into the mists of dreamworld 


background static. 


When Stan emerged mid-afternoon, his stomach was growling mightily. San was strutting 
around in ‘Roys’ raggedy spare clothing, hat still on her head. Stan couldn’t imagine ‘Roy 
giving them to the nudist Wiccan. She must’ve pilfered them in the night. The electric guitar 
was perched on her shoulder as if it had always been there, like a pirates’ parrot. ‘Roy sat 


glumly, eating porridge, the other tourist hat now on his head. 


“First you barge in uninvited,” he said morosely, “and now you’re wearing my clothes.” 


“Stan,” San said as she saw him up-and-about, “doesn’t that hat look good on ‘Roy?” 


“Johnny’s really taking to you,” Stan said, indicating the guitar with a nod of his head. 


“Well he’s just cute,” said San. “Here’s the plan, tell me what you think. I’m not that 
invested in it, any objections are welcome. I’ve been keeping an eye on the bulletin boards these 
days, and there’s high demand for good musicians. Now, I don’t know if you know anything 
about music. I’m not too artistic myself, but none of that should matter. This little guitar is, 


according to my artifact analysis, a boon given to you by Satan himself. Am I correct?” 


“Hey,” said Stan, “if I lied and said no, would you buy it?” 
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“Naturally not. But no scholar worth their salt lets themselves get complacent in their 
ability. Anyway, our Johnny is a genuine electric guitar. This instrument is the single greatest 
gift Satan ever gave to humanity. When I think about what it can accomplish, it makes me 
forgive some of that mechanized menaces’ many instances of incompetency. In a bygone age, 
the technology to make the electric guitar was lost to humanity. As a result, what we consider 
‘rock and roll’ is a shadow of its former self. Do you realize the importance of Johnny here? He 
can help usher in a new golden age of music. And you don’t even need to know how to play an 
instrument. In fact, it’s almost better if you don’t. That way, you don’t get in Johnny’s way. 
But the real kicker is-” here Sans’ voice lowered, became suffused by a sense of wonder — “this 
little guy’s about to go through puberty. And when that happens, all musical Hell is gonna break 


loose. Then Johnny will be at the height of its’ powers.” 


“Well, that’s cool. I love the music. But still, what’s that got to do with me? I just 
wanna get to the Library of the Ancients, it’s not my job to save rock and roll. I want answers, 


man. Answers.” 


“As do we all, dearie. In my quickly-formed, perhaps half-baked plan, the instrument is 
the key to our disguises getting out of here. I have reason to believe the GAC Organization still 
doesn’t know where we are, or that it was I, San Wortle, who infiltrated them by posing as the 
administrator they came to rely on. All they should know is that you and someone who may or 
may not have really been named Sal Mirtel escaped from under their noses. That means that, 
disguised, we should have no qualms about going back into Neooiseaux. Undisguised, it’s only 


a matter of time before some GACite goon spots us.” 


“Why go back? Why not just put on the disguises and sneak off? Hold on, I’m starving.” 


Stan grabbed an avocado from the kitchen table and began eating it like an apple, skin and all. 
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“T have never seen anyone who eats avocado skin. Where were we? ...Oh yeah. Sure, 
we could just sneak away with disguises. But how do you plan on funding a trip to the location 
of the Archive? I’m sure you’d just walk there, but you’re about the only person who can do 
something like that, and it could take weeks. We want to get to the archives fast, and we’ll want 
to pick up more help along the way, if possible. Musicians travel as part of their work. 
Unfortunately, we can’t start our own band for this purpose — it takes weeks to get scheduled 
with venues, and we’d be totally untested, an unknown quantity. We’ll have to audition. It’s 


just a matter of finding a group that’s going in the right direction, at the right pace. 


“There are a lot of bands looking for a ‘novelty instrument’ to add to their lineup. Give 
‘em a bit of zest, help ‘em stand out. To start out with, me and ‘Roy can pose as your managers- 
slash-parental-guardians. Having rock stars take family on the road, especially in an advisory 
position, is more common than you might think.” She pulled a sheet of paper out of her ear, as if 
performing parlour tricks. “Have a look at this. I jotted down all the promising bands and their 


tour itineraries, so you can see which ones might be getting near to the location of the Archive.” 


Stan snatched the list as he polished off the meat of the avocado and began to crunch into 


its rock-hard core. “You guys, my parents? Huh, huh - San, how old are you?” 


San raised an eyebrow. “I’m only one hundred and thirty-eight. Why?” She grinned 


cryptically. 


Mercuroy had been sitting glumly, spooning around his porridge, during this whole 
conversation. Without warning, he now stood up in his chair, eyes blazing. “YOU PEOPLE 
COME INTO MY HOUSE,” he shouted hoarsely. “AND YOU TAKE OVER MY LIFE. YOU 


TAKE OVER MY LIFE!” 
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Stan turned to ‘Roy, completely ignoring the outburst. “Boy, you really scored one this 
time. I didn’t know you liked ‘em young! Go much younger and people are gonna start 


talking!” 


San cackled heartily. “He’s gonna leave me for someone younger as soon as I gain a 


little maturity. Good thing there’s no risk of that happening.” 


‘Roy sat back down, sullen and unresponsive as ever, while Stan and San traded 
hysterical laughter and choruses of variations on the theme of “OI’ ‘Roy likes ‘em young,” with 


Johnny twanging merrily in the background. 


6. Roots Rock Repellion 


Dace Repellion had finally decided on his pick from among the names given. Over the last two 
days, they had spent much more time on compiling a massive list of potential band names, than 
on getting practice in together, before deciding on their final member. But it would be worth it. 
This was an important time in a bands’ life, and the process couldn’t be rushed. He looked 


across the card table at his two fellow band members. 


“The name of the band,” he said, “should be ‘Destitute’.” 


“T’m down with that,” nodded Mella Oddboggy, the drummer. Her powerful arms were 
folded over her chest. Mella possessed uncanny physical strength, despite lacking any visible 
muscletone. Her thick body, not round at the belly but rather extending outwards in all 
directions, gave the impression of a relaxed, carefree, slovenly lifestyle, not given to self- 


discipline. Her demeanor was laidback, but with a peevishness which didn’t take kindly to 
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prodding. Of Daces’ two rather simpleminded cohorts, she was the least slow. It was all 


relative. 


“Yeah, cool,” said Dingus Whitherins, the bassist. Skinny and long, he didn’t possess the 
uncanny strength of Mella, but he was no weakling. Dace had seen him endure startling levels of 
punishment without wincing. His hair was unkempt, his body exuded a stale odor, he was 
generally a remarkably stupid person when taken outside his familiar mental pathways. Come to 
think of it, he was pretty stupid within his familiar mental pathways, too. Keep him in front of a 
bass guitar, make sure he was fed, disallow him from overdosing on street drugs, and he should 


be fine. 


Dace sat back. He was a rock star. His beard and mustache were thin, scraggly, 
discolored and sparse. This poor excuse for a set of facial hair had become relatable endearing in 
its own way, adding to his image. This was the definition of rock star status. Your failures 
weren’t embarrassing. They were “relatable”. As a rock star, you didn’t have the option of 


doing anything wrong. As a rock star, you were invincible. 


The truth was that Dace was a douche. But he wasn’t all bad. At least he cared about the 


music. 


They sat in the small second-floor flat where all their equipment had been brought, in 
anticipation of tryouts. The space was similarly poor in upkeep to Stans’ former ground-floor 
unit, but with much more natural light, from big handsome windows all along the south wall. It 
was day two. Yesterday, it had been six flutes and a zither. Pointless. How would flutes help 
Destitute stand out, if everyone else had a flautist “for novelty’? Some people could do flutes 


great, but if Destitute was supposed to be a flute band, they would have asked for flautists, not an 
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“interesting instrument”. Dace guessed there were too many flautists for the musician pool, 


probably the result of anticipation of the “flute craze” that never hit. 


There was a knock at the door. Dingus rose, sauntered over to it. Mella lit a cigarette. 
The vile cherry stink of her choice brand was permeating Daces’ dreams. He got up, moving 
away impulsively. There was eager chatter from the newcomers. The voices had that parental 
quality. Dace sauntered over to examine them. Good lord. What kind of messed up parents 
were these? Road manager folks were always strange. He tuned his mindstate, found the right 


timbre for analyzing new prospects... 


The door opened, and ‘Roy and San walked in. A dismal dullard was staring at them as San laid 
out her spiel. Stan came up behind them, ignoring everyone, not putting on any sort of character. 
Nor did he ever intend to put on any sort of character. His hair was dyed red, he wore fake 
spectacles, and San had trimmed his eyebrows. He intended to dispense with all that nonsense 
once they were out of city limits. Now, he was scanning the apartment. It had the same sort of 
carelessness he had shown his own space, to be sure. But it wasn’t the same. It wasn’t the same 
feeling. The musty air was redolent of drab ghosts, he found. And these ghosts were 
unmistakable. They were the lingering olfactory phantasms of drab and desperate chemicals, 
ingested with a sense of helplessness, chemicals meant to help dodge life. The mechanism by 
which these ghosts, in their day as live and active trips, had hoped to accomplish the dodging of 
life, was a simple one. They brought numerous problems, most especially the powerful and 
insoluble problems of Desire. With this blitz of thousands of tiny, pressing, and indeed 
lacerating problems, they would move everything into their own problem space, away from that 


of life. But it could only be temporary. And in the end, the two problem sources would simply 
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exponentiate one another in a chain reaction of necrotic doom. To turn to such desperate and 
futile measures, you needed more than regular stupidity. You had to find life’s problems truly 


unbearable. 


This was the odor of commitment to chemicals, of true staleness, the ghosts of stale 
meals loitering on the walls as mildew fart cloud vapor. It was the mark of the inert. Those who 
reached for the heaven of the junkyard, the tranquility of numbness, the tired soul in a body that 
needed to be beat and destroyed endlessly, that demanded it, hungered for it. Miserable nights 
without sleep, tension, the hatred of memories, need of a magnificent chemical night that would 
sweep away the crippling responsibilities of human dignity. Turn me into an ape, she said. Oh 
Mamma. A jittering in the blood as it flows through the body, all this rage, where it sits in the 
catatonic soul, it becomes boiling sludge that despises every vessel, melts through everything, 
like acid from the neck of a sardonic desert lizard. Oily reading material meant to sell a certain 
vibe, fin de siécle exuberance like a transmission from a fantasy in a far distant galaxy. Sex 
departed this place when it could stand no more nonsense. Now, all that’s left is a battlefield of 


regrets and dim stains. 


Where did the children go? Where do they play now? 


And Stan looked around. And he saw the weakness. And he knew that it wasn’t just 
him. And he knew the generations of rocking and rolling of certain youth segments, the 
generations of troubled minds and anxious bodies inside catatonic institutional strictures, 
magnificent structures of aural muscle coming to life in the good old days, smiling and free 
against the backdrop of a sun setting over cities set ablaze by greed and folly, the musical singing 
of desire as it swan-dove into mercurial nightmare depths, and he knew, and he knew. Let us 


pray for the prosperity of rock and roll. And he knew. And he knew that centuries of rocking 
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and rolling had gotten the form into a dead end. The next thing was how weak these three might 
be. They were week. Hold my hairbrush, everything was confirmed. It was just a game. What 


band was this, a band of fools? 


Such loneliness there, amidst allies, loneliness that could rupture your spleen. 


And Stan knew what he thought, and he got there right away. Lickety-split assessments 
flashed through his lickety-splitting-apart headspace. He despised this weakness, this idle 
degeneracy. He would not tolerate it. They’d better know. Stan was tolerating no nonsense. 


Foolishness would be crushed without delay. 


San was in full character, chirping, “So, ya know, we just love being part of the 
adventure. And we want you to know we’re cool with any road stuff you guys do. Like, fun on 


1»? 


the road — whatever 


“Yeah,” a guy said. “Well, that’s real whatever.” 


The musicians went robotically into the living room space, cluttered with instruments and 
musical paraphernalia. They took up their positions. A lanky guy grabbed a bass. A strong 
looking woman sat at the drum kit. The drab guy San was speaking to sat in a chair, with San 


and ‘Roy in chairs beside him. 


“Alright,” said the guy. “Play something in C sharp. They’ll set the tempo, come in 


whenever you’re ready. Nothing ostentatious.” 


Stan peered around him, not responding. He looked down at Johnny. The little fellow 


was truly on the cusp of adolescence. His carapace gleamed hot red, his knobs and tuning keys 
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were filling out, his frets were getting thicker and sturdier. He was anxious, and also eager, Stan 


could tell. Now would be the time to see if he was ready. 


The drummer began pounding out a four/four rhythm. The bassist plucked a minimal, 
two-note-Tommy sort of ditty. Stan closed his eyes, blocking out the dismal monotony of their 
cookie-cutter playing. These players were nothing. He hoped to be able to block them out 
entirely, to not respond to anything that they were attempting musically. It would be better to be 
alone. And he put his fingers on Johnnys’ frets, gently, the tips of his fingers, sensing, feeling if 


the time was right. 


Vampiro Stan strummed. 


And from that strum. From that strum. Oh, child, from that time on it would never be the same. 


First came a cascade of liquid blue crystals, bursting melodiously in the deep darkness 
inside Stans’ skull, creating an electric blue feeling that swept through his body in a wave that 
raised the small hairs. Then there was a pronounced opening of the sinuses, an expulsion of the 
musty odors of the graves that he’d sat through for endless aeons of reincarnating existence. 


Stan saw the lights. No marijuana, no known chemical had this power. 


And from the little electric guitar, a sound of pent-up fury, of a fist raised against 
everything, a demand raised, quaveringly strong and forceful, against the authority of everything, 
assaulting the tacked-on dignity of the merciless bureaucrat-gods of these unreasonable temporal 
plains. It was the first time Johnny ever thought such things. And there’s never anything like the 


first time. 
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There’s never anything like the first time. 


And it all came out. Sweaty adolescent angst was honed to a universal force that could 
crush mountains, grind up moons, shatter planets, when wielded properly. And oh honey, was 
we ever wieldin’. It was the Voice of Youth, terrible, violent, remorseless, sensitive, and tender. 
It was the atomic force of the destruction of centuries of inhibitions, the accumulated righteous 
energy of tolerating endless childhood mornings, endless meaningless-yet-ironclad adult 
pronouncements, now ground to dust through the powerful entropic sweep of those electrifying 
chords. Your rules mean nothing. Stan felt like he was a power plant, with endless electrical 
energy surging into him from that guitars’ wild, unruly sass. It was excruciating endless power, 
agonizing Stans’ heart to the smallest fiber with the unbearable imposition of its ruthless ecstasy. 


And it felt like his pants would catch on fire. 


Johnny screamed. 


Stan felt his blood supercharge. And Johnny jumped into a wailing riff that seemed to set 
the air of the room aflame. Stan saw a thousand lonely nights, teen fists raised against the 
meaningless oppression of loneliness, ready to get out, ready to escape, ready to make mistakes 
and learn and grow and become something that nobody could imagine, a world-defying force 
that would rip the previous centuries apart, miserable classrooms of well-meaning but inept 
teachers, parents who’d lost track long ago, the climbing towers of powerful dreams, young 
bodies burning to be free, to murder the evil dictators of culture, and set a chaos and anarchy of 
mistakes and pain and love and joy loose as it was meant to be, as was destined from the 
beginning, the destiny of all hot young kids who knew. Who knew. The youth knew what was 
up, what was keeping them back, and it was you, OLD MAN. And now your day was over, and 


it was time to step back, to lay back down, go to bed and let these otherworldly sounds take over 
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and rule the night, razor fangs of the werewolf hordes sinking their teeth into the staid and 
lonesome nightscape and ripping it apart, revealing an incredible panoply of might and vibrance, 
nocturnal colors brighter than the sun and dancing, chaos, anarchy, the might of the vulnerability 
of youth that would always break the spines of the inflexible kingdoms of the ages, hot leather 
and cool drinks, shades at night, I gotta wear my sunglasses at night because you can’t handle 
witnessing the power in these eyes. It was a force that swept across the landscape. All followers 
of chaos and power and love, and love is the force. The force of this love was melting the 
eyeballs of everyone in the room, it was crushing egos and creating smiles, and San felt happier 
than she had in months, maybe than she had in two years. And the drummer and bassist kept 
playing, and ‘Roy was staring like he was witnessing a supernatural happening, goggle-eyed and 
uncomprehending, and Dace was in a desperate internal struggle to conceal his private jubilation. 
And the air kept swirling, and Johnny kept wailing, and he wouldn’t let up. Because he had a lot 


to say. 


Let me tell you something. When rock and roll music emerges to its full potential, few in 
any time period of the Earth can understand that. Centuries may pass, while the music lays 
dormant. And the world pines for something it doesn’t know it’s lost. The years pass, and the 
people accustom themselves to their prosaic routines, and the youth plod along, knowing 
something is missing, not knowing quite what. And then, out of nowhere, it reemerges. The 


tectonic shock will knock your socks off. 


Johnny screamed. And the little guitar bared its guitar soul, and that soul was Soul, it 
was a force on another level. It was a fist to the face, and the fist was on fire, and the face was 
the heart, and the heart was set alight, like dry kindling touched by a flaming torch. And then, at 


just the preordained moment, it was over. And the air thrummed, the charge of that moment 
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hung in space as time straggled behind, playing catchup. And nothing was the same. After 
Johnny let those first little chords out, the world was changed forever, and nothing was ever, 


ever, ever, ever, ever the same again. 


“We'll consider it,” said Dace. 


“I’m in,” said Stan. 


“You don’t make that decision,” said Dace. 


“Listen ‘Ace’ or whatever you said your name was. Do you realize how many bands are 


looking for a novelty instrument in New Orleans?” 


Dace laughed artificially. “Okay, okay. On further consideration, I think the unique 
sound of this new ‘electric’ instrument could add a little texture to our repertoire. Could be good 
for the shows, showing some novelty. Now that we have a complete band, we should head out 
tomorrow. I’ve gotten some cheap speedmules and a serviceable wagon. It should hold you 
folks just fine, and whenever you want, we can settle up on room and board costs.” This Stan 
asshole obviously wasn’t playing around, and Dace wasn’t about to take any chances. This was 


bottled lightening. 


San faced Dace with a nonchalant demeanor. “I think we should get free boarding, dude. 
And also a tenth of the nightly earnings, after expenses of course.” This was a wildly 
unreasonable request from a road parent, most of whom were retired and managing their child as 


a sort of hobby. Some manager parents even gave financial support to the band as a whole. 
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Anybody would naturally expect Sans’ request to be immediately shot down. In normal 


circumstances. 


“Ahhbhhbh hahh hahh. Well, we can go over the details a little later. We will head 
northwest, steering for the Great Rock Mountains. I have connections in venues there. The land 
makes for perilous travelling. We must be on guard. Fortunately, all three of us original 
Destitute members are handy with the wrist crossbow. We’ll be packing pierce the whole time, 
and I suggest you guys find some method of defending yourselves, as nobody will be responsible 
for anyone else’s safety. Banditry might be the least of our concerns. Our main destination is 
Vegizz, diabolical city of sin, world capital of the fleecing of chumps, who swarm to the place, 
to their own detriment. We’ll go there, laugh at the fools, make some money and have some fun 
for a solid week of engagements and partying. I love Vegizz — it’s rad. Then, since we’re that 
far down, we’ll head to the Pacific Coastline, where there are some good venues I know about. 


Everything is organized. Just sit back and let me, Dace Repellion, take care of the details.” 


The bandleader smiled. In that smile, Stan saw everything he needed to know. And he 


prepared. Keeping this one in check would be a vital task. 


That night, as he sprawled on the dirty floor of the pad, not far from San and a heavily breathing 
‘Roy, Stan found he couldn’t sleep a wink. He lifted himself up into a sitting posture. There, 
sitting on the sofa in the dim moonlight, was the Destitute bassist. Stan squinted. He didn’t need 
to call on his darkness vision here. Even in the low light, he could easily make out two distinct 
bright green flowers sitting inside the lanky guys’ nostrils, a vacant look in his eyes. Oh boy. 


This guy was on the hard stuff. Fuukoe flower, as it was known in the Statelands, really put its 
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users out of business. Heavy users were known to forget major things, the names of their close 
family, even their own names, on a regular basis. When the fuukoe epidemic had hit 


Neooiseaux, it had hit hard. 


Stan lay back on the dirty rags. Thoughts flitted in and out of his mind faster than he 
could inventory. This woman, San Wortle, had them joining with this band, to evade detection 
while still maintaining funds. It was a fine enough plan, in the sense that Stan couldn’t come up 
with a better one. A normal person would escape as quietly as possible and try to remain hidden. 
Thus, they would be in all the places one would expect hidden people to hide. This was the old 
“hiding in plain sight” strategy. But it wouldn’t throw the agentes off forever. Stan knew that 
they had never stopped looking for him. The agentes had dogged him his whole life. This was 
surely, unconsciously, part of why he kept moving. He would never admit openly that he would 
be “running from” anyone. But simply to escape their vile scent was desirable. Funny how 
rarely he thought about these encounters. Some agentes would pop up, he would dispose of 
them, and then he would try to forget about it, to forget about their filthy stench. He had killed 
enough of the slimeballs down the years to know that there would always be more, until the 
rotten core that they emerged from could be torched to ashes. Could Sans’ people help in such a 


task? He knew nothing about Sans’ people. He needed to know. This was a priority. 


When he took on the administrative role at the Chromedome, he had temporarily 
forgotten about the agentes. That was dangerous. No great surprise that they were really his 
employers the whole time. There was no question what they had been planning. They had 
hoped that he would give them the information without question, as a natural part of his 


employment to them. Like it was no big deal. Keep him complacent, not properly 
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understanding the spiritual importance of his heritage. It had been good thinking on their part. 


Fortunate for everyone that it hadn’t worked out that way. 


Out of nowhere, Stan missed his old tag team partner. He missed Garcia. 


The bassist — what was his name, Dinkus ? — shuddered briefly. 


Stan closed his eyes restlessly. This was the way insomnia developed. By humoring 
every petty thought that came to one at night, every minor tangent, every nagging, quibbling, 
niggling fidget of the neurons. This was how one gave in to neurosis that sapped the strength. 
The onset of rot of the nerves. It happened at night. It started in the dark, when ones’ breath 
couldn’t reach that far inner point of true rest. He would not allow it. Again, he closed his eyes 


— this time, he hoped, restfully. 


And as he hoped it, so it came to pass. And as Dingus was beset by formless phantasms 
that he could neither fight nor understand, Stan drifted into the breathspace he needed, and he fell 
into slumber, even in that filthy, alien, unpleasant place. And he saw that there was much here, 
much too much, occurring all at once. It was like a noisemakers’ convention in his beleaguered 


noggin. 


Through the roiling mist, Zeke the Ancestor poked his sharp-wizened head. “You gotta 
listen to the other people, boy. They might be full of shit. But then again, they might know 


stuff. Listen to the people. And learn how to parse through it.” 


Sans’ head popped out. “Stan, this isn’t the real dream-me, it’s just a projection of your 


1»? 


mind. I’ll see ya in the morning 
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Mercuroy was floating around in greyness, limbs flailing. “Don’t sass me, boy! I had to 
earn my respect. The hard way. Yeah! Look at this sexy man. Me, that’s who. I’m your hot 


and sexy uncle, yowww!” 


An image of Gatorking, the secretive deity of the Gatortribes, strutted out from oblivion, 
his red robe draped silkily over his massive paunch. “Yeah, I know you fucks can’t handle the 


bayou. The hunting got too hot for you to handle, ehh, boy?” 


Stan glared at the itinerant god. “Don’t call me ‘boy,’ boy. You have worshippers, yeah, 
well. Big deal. I’m gonna rock your worshippers and everyone else. You think you know me? 


You don’t know shit, green man. IM A MEXICAN JEW, MOTHERFUCKER!” 


Gatorking put his paws up defensively. “Hey, okay, I get it. Wasn’t trying to disrespect 


the culture or nothing...” 


“Yeah,” Stan said, “well don’t.” 


His head was floating, floating freely in the sea of stars, and there was a bubble bath, and 
Sal Mirtel was scrubbing his ears. “Now that I’m free of that pesky woman San Wortle, I can 
finally get you clean, fool. Prepare to present yourself before the Monarch, and look smart about 
it, for the Ceremony is nothing to sniff at. I'll improve you yet, you ragamuffin lunatic!” Stan 
could hear a subtle erotic edge in the voice. Or was that just wishful thinking? He blushed 
slightly. 


Zeke slapped Stans’ head away from Mirtel and her cosmic bubble bath. “Boy, I said to 
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listen to them, not to humor their every preposterous whim 
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And then, Garcia pooped to the fore of the crowded head, and his expression was less 
madcap, more grounded, on an almost waking-world wavelength, the Garcia that Stan had 
known. Stan realized he and Garcia had grown closer than he had previously understood. He 
imagined Garcias’ woman, that shiny piece that had sapped his energy and distracted him from 
his pursuits. But this Garcia-image was having none of it. No images of the woman 
materialized, as Garcia continued looking straight at Stan. This was the two of them. 


Understan’? 


“Stan. Hey bro. Why you always so angry all the time?” 


“Hey bro, how you been doin’?” 


“T ask’ you a question, bro.” 


“T’m not angry all the time. It must just be your perception.” Stans’ eyes glowered. 


“Tt’s not just no perception. It’s the reality.” 


“Garcia. How you been doin’, bro? How you been?” 


Garcia’s head drooped on his neck, his face towards the ground. “Better than ever, bro. 


Better than ever, with my woman.” 


“You been wrestling much?” 


He raised his gaze back up, shook his head vigorously. “Naw. You?” 


Stan shook his head slightly. “No.” 


“Why you got a problem with women, bro?” 


“T don’t have.” 
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“Yeah. Until you do have.” 


“T don’t have a problem.” 


“You can’t just decide a woman makes a man weak and then not take that back and say 


you got no problem with women, bro.” 


“T don’t have no problem, bro, seriously just forget about women for a second. I wanna 
know how you been doing otherwise. Because I was thinking about you. And I’m not gonna let 


the topic of women get in our way.” 


“You just did, bro. You just did.” 


Garcia faded. 


Now Stan entered that dismal state of dream-musing, rather than true full-bodied 
dreaming, which he’d been so heavily vexed by during his time managing the Chromedome. 
What nonsense was this? With that miserable venue, and its more-than-miserable staff, behind 
him, he’d thought he was done with such catatonic bullshit. But here we were again. On our 


own, trapped in this pattern of fucking bullshit. Everyone dreams on their own. 


He floated. He floated. He floated. He floated. 


He floated. He floated. He floated. He floated. 


He floated. He floated. He floated. He floated. 


And he floated. 


And out of the roiling depths, a form emerged. And the depths became still. Now, the 


form was becoming clearer. It was becoming clearer. It was becoming, and it was becoming 
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clearer. And it was clear to Stan, clear, clear, clear to Vampiro Stan, that wrestling rocker from a 
mystic lineage, a mysterious land hhhhmnmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm. It was becoming 


clear. Clearer. Clearer. Clear. 
Clear. 


That this was no ordinary figure. That this was the figure of one of the legendary 
demigods. The demigods! How long had it been since Stan’d given them a thought. Their 
statues dotted civic centers all around the Statelands and even some regions beyond. Their 
histories were still taught in classrooms, those bloody age-old sagas that had so much indication 
of action and wonder and magic, yet without the proper storyteller, simply seemed to plod on and 
on and on, details without the proper context. Those demigods were wondrous in their own 


right. But it was clear that their era was past. 


Now, Stan dream-squinted, wracking his quasi-sleeping mind to recall this god. In the 
Mystic Southern Desert regions, most towns didn’t even have a statue, but there were a few of 
Yabadazzlar, a funny-looking bird god that never appealed much to Stan. This figure now 
approaching was definitely one of the demigods, he was sure of that. He had to work to recall 
the names of all of them. Surforeous? Was that right? The horse guy was Yiit or something.® 
He knew there were six of them. Which one was like a short guy with no really distinct features? 


Was it Baco? Biccon? 


“Close,” the demigod, now practically up to Stans’ staring face, said. “I am Bicco, most 
obscure of the demigods. ‘So easily forgotten,’ they say of me — there’s one like that in most 


every group. The one given the position of ‘spokesperson for the future’.” 


8 Stan is here trying to recall Yuut, horse-faced demigod of strong winds, patron of habitual travelers. 
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Stan took a nonchalant step back. “Well, fellow. It must be your time to shine. You 
demigods are more and more out of fashion. Once the subject of songs. Now the subject of 


books.” 


“You have it exactly, friend Stan. From songs to books, path of deity’s decline. But now 
we’re looking at a strange new future. You lack understanding in a great many areas — don’t 
worry, you’re in good company among your mortal brethren. But there are some aspects of the 


cosmic order you seem to grasp surprisingly well, even if only on a superficial level.” 


“Suck my balls, friend.” 


Bicco laughed good-naturedly. “Now, now, fellow, I quite understand the hostility. I’m 
more self-conscious than is obvious, and we gods will be snobby. It’s in our nature, I readily 
admit it. But realize that when you’ve been around for as long as we have, you develop some 
understanding. So when I say you have any understanding, it’s truly a compliment, regardless of 
the, perhaps unnecessary, qualifications I may gracelessly amend to it. The fact is that the 
cosmos can indeed be seen as a sort of arena, a sort of hunt, wherein an endless number of 
contestants are pitted against one another, for the entertainment of discovering who might 
grapple their way to the top. In a very real way, your sphere of reality is the ultimate Main 
Event. It will be no small entertainment for us to find out how well you and the others do. I 
personally have celestial currency wagered on you. But regardless, all of us demigods, who are 
taking more the position of spectators in our retirement, would like to wish you the very best of 
luck. This was my only point in bothering your rest.” He smiled. And in that smile, the endless 


cunning of the gods was on display. 
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“You call that a point?” Stan wouldn’t give the little demigod the pleasure of his anger. 
Truly, genuinely, he despised the operators of this universe. And the cryptic dark secret was 
that, for all Biccos’ self-professed understanding, he could not have ever understood the loathing 
Stan had for him. Because it was a loathing based on tenets Bicco found untenable. Fora 


moment, Bicco saw this, and he faded away. 


But Stan knew that what the demigod had said, had been no effort at deception. For the 
first time, he contemplated an idea horrible to him. He considered that in some respects, he 


might not be so different, as he was now, from the gods. 


He might be like them. 


Stan tossed on the horrid bed of crinkled rags. And the little guitar, now not quite so little 
anymore, shuffled its exhausted form over to where he lay. Noiselessly, it placed its warm 
fretboard against his craggy side-turned back. Air expelled from his unconscious nostrils. And 


he slept. 


The streets of Neooiseaux looked brighter in the light of the cloudless day than Stan could ever 
remember. Also busier, for whatever reason. The crows squawked raucously down from above, 
projecting avian indignation that the press of meddling humans was getting so out-of-line. It felt 
like a holiday was coming up soon, though he could think of none. The city suddenly felt more 
like an actual commercial hub, not just the vacation retreat for wealthy degenerates that it was. 
People seemed to have places to go, to be engaged in actual business. The bustle was 


disconcerting. Stan hung close behind ‘Roy and San, still in their ridiculous hats, ‘Roy now 
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wearing a permanent scowl. He was happy, temporarily, to be led, as if he really were their 
child. It was an uncharacteristic position for him, but he was too thoroughly discombobulated by 
the entire procession of recent events to have much preference, as to whether they went right or 
left. He knew they were getting out of the city, hitting the open road. Right now, that was what 


mattered. That was what counted. That was what needed to happen. Time to get out! 


The group made their ambling way into a spacious stable. Avid customers and sly 
carriage dealers were hashing out their back-and-forth dealmakings all across the floor. It was a 
complete clusterfuck. “Okay, right this way,” San said. What was she up to now? Stan forgot 
what names she’d made up for the three of them. He put it out of his mind. Now they were 
headed to a corner where a really swank beauty of a carriage resided. Spacious, definitely 
enough for six to rest comfortably on a long journey, even with the gear. Of course, it would be 


more like five. Almost without thinking, Stan said, “Ill be the coachman.” 


“Don’t worry about it,” the lead fellow, Dace was his name, said back. “Dingus likes 
taking the reins. He wouldn’t even want anyone else to do it. It’s perfectly safe, we’ve taught 


him not to drive high.” The bassist Dingus (not Dinkus) nodded in response. 
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“Well, she sure is a beaut’,” a short, fat dealer said as he materialized from nowhere. For 


a microsecond, Stan saw him wink at San. 


“Why hello,” San chirped. “Were you the one my husband spoke to before? I believe 
this is the carriage we had reserved. Here are our papers.” One-by-one, she pulled an entire 


stack of papers out of her ears. 


“Excellent, Ma’am.” The dealer beamed. “Everything is in order.” He turned to Dace. 


“Ah, Mr. Repellion! What can I do for you this fine day?” 
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“Cancel my order, Tommy. We’re taking off in this thing instead. I don’t mind saying 
it’s a sight better than what I’d had lined up. But remember, no nights off for our little guitarist!” 
Stan couldn’t help but admire the whole setup. Sturdy wheels, comfortable but durable 
upholstery, top-quality wood — none of your composite driftwood here. But all of that paled next 
to the speedmules standing there ready and harnessed. What beasts! Stan had never seen the 
like. The muscular equivalent of an equine Drip Dry Eyes and Jazzy Jayhawk stood champing at 
the bit. Such glowing good health, such fine architecture, sleek tone, highlights, definition, lines 
and angles — a speedmule-fancier could be stricken by an attack of the vapours. “Say, what have 


they been feeding these things?” asked a visibly impressed Dace. “If they go as fast as they look 


like they go, we’ll get to our venues with hours to spare!” 


“Yeah, great, right?!” bubbled a thoroughly in-character San. “They got this new 
mushroom powder stuff. ‘Develops equine muscles.’ They’re bringing it to market, and since 
we’re investors, we got some of the first new batch! We’re hoping stock is gonna go through the 


roof like we think it should.” She smiled with covetous savvy. 


“Wow,” said Dace, “you might have to set me up with some of that stock, if it’s 


1»? 


available. I’d love to get in on the action. That’s legit 


“Oh honey, it sure is legit,” San said. “Let’s talk more over drinks later.” She grinned in 
an expression of vacuous conspiracy. What an actor. What kind of resources did Wortle have? 
Too much was a mystery about this woman. Women and their damn mysteries. It was always a 


problem. Always. 


“Well,” said the dealer, “if you’re ready, you can take her on out! Is there anything else I 


can do for y’all today?” He beamed phonily. 
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“That should do it, my man,” said Dace. “We can drive back to the flat, load our stuff in, 
maybe pick up a quick bite for the road, and be outta here. I’m ready to start playing gigs and 


making money. You guys with me?” 


Dingus and the big woman, Mella (not Melba, as Stan’d said several times this morning,) 
elicited absolutely no response. Mercuroy gave a sharp nod, as if to say, “Yes, let’s get the Hell 


out of this God forsaken city.” San nodded merrily. 


Stan shrugged. “Sure, ace,” he said. “But we’ve yet to determine just how much money 
we'll actually be making, as part of your little tour-of-duty. I’m quite anxious to find out, 


myself.” 


“Well me too,” said Dace in an effort at upbeat confidence. “But I bet it’s gonna be a 
good bit. I really think we have a strong dynamic here. I know we haven’t exactly spent the 
most time practicing together, but this kind of music doesn’t need years of artistic fretting over to 
properly ferment all the creative juices. It’s honestly better if it’s more spontaneous. So let’s get 


on the road and show them what we’ve got!” 


“T’m game,” said Stan. “You’re the one with the most experience. The responsibility 


rests on your shoulders.” 


“Sure does,” said Dace, smiling weakly. “Now get in the damn cart!” 


This was it. Stan hadn’t known that this was coming up before yesterday. Now it felt like he 


had been waiting for it for years. He was getting out of here. 
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The carriage rolled along, smooth a ride as you could ask for. San sat deep in thought. 
‘Roy had his head inclined downward, his face in shadow, impossible to read. The woman 
Mella was picking her nose, looking vacant in the manner of one who finds most of their waking 
moments to be sub-par, and is in the business of patiently waiting them out. Dace was squinting 
at charts. Stan grabbed another handful of grapes from the spread they’d set up on the lazy 
Susan in the passenger cars’ rear-center, a celebratory luncheon to kick off their “grande” tour. 
He pushed a sniffing, explorative Johnny away from the cheese with a finger. He wasn’t 
confident the tour was going to be all that grande. These types of venues held no interest to him, 
nor did any part of the seedy inner workings of the entertainment business. When everyone else 
was occupied buying provisions, he had snuck down the street to blow his meager advance 
payment on portable /ibros for the road. Thankfully, they’d had some he’d been thinking about 
getting. He saw this whole business, between here and Santa Catalina Island, as an opportunity 


to catch up on his reading. 


He glanced out the window. They were approaching the western gate. The wall loomed. 
Squads of crows were lined up along it, along the buildings, the streetlights, every available high 
surface, from which they periodically cawed down in a peanut-gallery chorus that seemed to 
communicate the sentiment of, “Yeah, that’s it. Get lost, get outta here. And take all your 
friends with you!” Stan closed his eyes and savored the moment. The carriage was slowing 


down. What tomfoolery was slowing their escape? 


He opened his eyes. Everyone was peaking their heads out the side windows. Stan 
joined them. Two filthy, flabby cops were yelling something official-sounding to coachman 
Dingus. “...looking for a suspicious group of people! Every coach gets searched! It won’t take 


any time, we’re not looking for items, just people! Have everybody step out of the coach!” And 


592 


then... Did his eyes deceive him? A third cop lounged against the wall, just to the side of the 


gate leading out. But not just any cop. 


Beesile Bob had wasted no time in finding work, it seemed. The uniform barely fit his 
massive physique. A little blue cop hat was comically perched atop his face-fly. In the clear 
light of the surface, his ruddy complexion stood out. He was busily gnawing on a meteor-sized 
wad of chewing tobacco. As Stan observed, he spat the whole thing out, creating a biohazardous 


brown puddle on the pavement. 


Even in a city like Neooiseaux, to get on the force and be supervising other officers, as he 
seemed to be doing, in such a short time, had to mean some other layer of corruption. Who 
could guess what diabolical connections the fuzz kept? The writing was on the wall - this was no 
routine stop. What was Bob up to? And did he really plan on spending his time as a pig on the 
Neooiseaux streets? It didn’t square with the image Stan had of the demonic guy he’d met down 
in post-Hell. Hadn’t Satan, in that pre-recorded telepathic message, indicated that he’d always 
planned for Bob to help Stan back there? (From a calamity, it seemed, that Satan itself had 
orchestrated...) What could be more inscrutable than Hadean scheming? Stan wondered if Bob 


was a pawn... or a willing participant. 


Now, Dingus was sticking his ungainly neck into the passenger compartment. “The pigs 
want us to get out,” he unnecessarily announced. “Oh goodness,” San said as they all started 
shuffling onto the street. “Stay here,” Stan commanded to Johnny as he followed the rest of 
them. Hopping out, he wasted no time. Ignoring the two pigs, ignoring everyone, he strutted 


towards Bob where he leaned with law-officer arrogance. 


“Beesile Bob, you crazy son of a bitch. What’s your game, playing piggy like this?” 
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“That’s the one, all right.” Bob smoothly transitioned himself into a combat-ready, yet 


still cocky, posture. “Step back, boys. Let me take care of it. This one’s dangerous!” 


And with stunning speed, he charged. 


The pair were locked into classic grappling grips, leaned forward, hand working against 
hand, muscle against vein-popping muscle, almost before anyone knew what was happening. 
Stan had known the demon was strong, but he hadn’t realized that there was genuine skill here, 
too. They were matched almost perfectly, strength for strength, muscle for bulging muscle. 
Bobs’ massive square teeth were gritted in a cyclopean smile that seemed to say “This was worth 


the wait.” Stans’ teeth were just gritted. 


Now, man of clan Vampiro and demon of clan Beelzebub began to rotate in their grips, 
like a slow-moving sideways wheel, each searching desperately for the smallest advantage. Stan 
was no shorty, but Bob had the height advantage. He was attempting to press this by pushing 
down, getting his grip over Stans’ grip. Stan was calling on his lower center of gravity, 
attempting to use the big demons’ own momentum to off-balance him. Then, unexpectedly, the 
whole classic equation was thrown wide open. With lightning-speed, Bob detached his left hand 
from Stans’ grip, whipped it across Stans’ face in a ringing slap, and put it right back in its 


previous finger-locked position. Where the palm had struck, it stung. Oh, Mammy, did it sting. 


“You won't get away this time, villain,” Bob gritted gutturally. 


“Bob, you’re crazy as shit,” Stan replied raspily. “Even for a demon.” 


Now the match was heating up. Stan went in for a throw, attempting to grab Bob below 
the legs with one hand and around the shoulder with the other. At the same time, Bob was trying 


to lift Stan by his side, in an especially awkward manner. The pair were trapped in an 


594 


undignified rotating jumble of grasping limbs, grunting and moving about, each attempting to 
shift into some kind of practical hold. At last, grabbing Stan by his sides, Bob leaned way back 
and brought his quarry with him. The gracefully performed back-leaning momentum throw sent 
Stan flying onto his back, hitting the pavement near the wall so resoundingly that cracks radiated 
from his silhouette. Shaking the feeling of need to cough up his lungs and vomit his brains at the 


same instant, Stan dodgerolled out of his brutal fall, and braced himself for further combat. 


Bob wasted no time charging back in. Before Stan could completely regain his balance, 
he had him by the knees. But Stan had other ideas. He was out of practice, but a lightning spark 
of inspiration had struck him. He grabbed Bobs’ face fly protrusion with both hands, and 
squeezed. Sure enough, it slowed Bobs’ momentum dramatically. Stan squeezed, squeezed, 
squeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeezed like a motherfucker. A little bit of fly juice was coming out. That 
was good. But while Bobs’ momentum may have been slowed, it wasn’t stopped. Now, in 
adrenalized desperation, his back muscles were bunching in an ominous manner, tectonically 
shifting crags that seemed geared for drastic action. That action came. Just as Stan thought the 
fly eyeballs might burst, Bob pulled up on Stans’ knees with such force that he was hurled into 
the air. It was like being launched from a slingshot. Stan whirled and tumbled. Bob clutched 
his injured face fly with agonizedly consoling fingers, and he faced the top of his head towards 


the wall as he crouched into a ramming posture. 


Stan flipped through the air. He tucked his body into an aerodynamic sphere and 
prepared to land at the ready. And the cranial dome of Bobs’ noggin slammed into him. It 
pounded into him like a battering ram. Everybody knew you were supposed to headbutt with 
your forehead. Apparently, that only applied to humans. Stan flew straight into the Neooiseaux 


city wall as if he’d been shot from a cannon. He may as well have been a cannonball. He hit it 
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flat on his back, the same back that had only so recently indented the pavement. The amount of 
surface area he smacked into the masonry with, prevented him from flying through the wall 
entirely. He slumped onto his hands and knees as bricks flew around and behind him like 
confetti at a wedding. This old barrier would have crumbled at much less. A child throwing 
rocks at it could have caused significant wear. Now, a ridiculous amount collapsed on either 
side, most of the dusty rubble dumping into the shallow water directly outside the city limits. 
The cloud of filth that arose, combined with the clattering, surprisingly low-volume sound of the 
destruction, gave the feeling that the Neooiseaux perimeter was made more of dust bunnies and 
cobwebs than of brick and mortar. There would surely be investigative spectators soon, come to 
risk life and limb for the hallowed cause of good gossip. Stan heard his fake spectacles clatter 


amongst the bricks somewhere. The west gate was now wall-less on one side. 


Speedy as ever, Bob moved in while Stan was dizzied from the second massive impact on 
his back within two minutes. This time, he really wasn’t messing around. He got behind Stan 
and grabbed his ropey neck with both hands. Lifting the dazed human up in this critically 
compromised position, the demon opened his cartoonishly prodigious mouth, and brutally rested 
one of his massive teeth against Stans’ forehead. He could feel the weight, the sharpness of the 
square angles that were coming dangerously close to ripping into his head flesh. This creature 


could bite into his head like eating an avocado. 


Now, facing back towards the carriage, Stan saw that the rest of the group hadn’t been 
idly watching this action unfold. One of the policemen was lying on the ground. The three men 
were standing back a ways, ‘Roy observing things with a look of stoic criticality, Dace and 
Dingus staring with their jaws slack. San had the other lawman’s arms securely locked behind 


his back. Mella approached him and, after a brief wind-up, slammed her elbow down on the 
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hapless fools’ head. Bedtime for Bonzo — he hit the pavement. “Yeah, that’s the stuff,” San said 


encouragingly. 


Bob yelled out, drawing everyones’ attention. “Aaaah eee uu goo immhh. Buuu eee 


“Youll do no such thing,” said San cooly. 


“Ooh Aaaaahhh?! Iiieee uuuuuu!!” Stan could feel Bobs’ face muscles bunch in 
maniacal mirth as the tooth pushed down more, drawing a slight trickle of blood. This was the 
definition of a desperate situation. From marshlands beyond, a crisp, fairly strong wind had 


picked up, blowing directly through the brand-new opening in the wall... The wind... 


It was a one in a million gambit. But what did he have to lose? 


Stan felt with his big toe. These shoes were almost done, even by his standards. Coming 
apart at the seams. He gathered life force, pushed. The toe busted through the damp nylon easy 
enough. Now it was sticking out, a bare appendage, like a freshly bathed grubworm on 
Groundhog Day. Clumsier than a finger. But only a poor craftsperson blames their tools. Stan 
mustered his flexibility, and with a deep breath, he kicked upwards. His massive leg rose in a 
high kick that left little to the imagination, but more importantly, brought the bare toe level with 
his face, and the tooth that threatened it. The wind was doing what he needed, blowing and 
going. It wasn’t the dermal force of a dropkick. But he only needed a small point of potent 
pressure. He orchestrated. Swirling dermal currents energized around the big toe, which bobbed 
and weaved hypnotically, seeming to move with the flow of some deeply hidden rhythm. It was 


no ordinary rhythm. 
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And the demigods were smiling. Those filthy little bastards were smiling, and Bicco, that 
unassuming little demigod, so easily forgot, was winking somewhere, Stan knew it. The wind 
was strong enough. He gathered the currents, like a conductor waving his baton. The wind 
energy focused. And Stan made a slight kicking motion. It was a work of genius. Stan couldn’t 
understand it, not at that time. But what he did then was an incredible feat, one of the most 
profound applications of a dermal air current combat technique up to that point in time, 
something fit for the history books, a display of innate mastery. Privately, Mercuroy was 
flabbergasted, almost ecstatic. The crack appeared on Bobs’ tooth. And it went straight to the 


root. 


Bob released Stans’ neck instantly, and he howled. Even San, veteran scholar of archaic 
depths, shivered slightly at the sound of that howl. The howl of pain that came out, was of a 
richness that couldn’t be cultivated in one human lifetime. It couldn’t be cultivated in five 
human lifetimes. It couldn’t be cultivated in ten human lifetimes. It couldn’t be cultivated in 
twenty human lifetimes. It couldn’t be cultivated in fifty human lifetimes. It couldn’t be 
cultivated in one hundred human lifetimes. It couldn’t be cultivated in five hundred human 


lifetimes. 


Bitch, to cultivate the pain in that howl, someone like you would probably need 


approximately seven hundred and eighty-two human lifetimes. 


And Bob howled. The hairs of all present stood on end. It was the music of Old Hell, the 
pain, the heartache, the way things used to be and would always have to be, Hadean Consortium 
or high water. That demon howled, and the craziest thing about his howl was that it was also 


like the howl of a child. He howled, and his tooth hurt. It hurt a lot. 
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“Let’s get the fuck out of here,” said Mella. 


Stan dashed over to the still-locked gate, kicking it so that both sides swung together on 
the hinges from the non-destroyed end of the wall. A rusty squeal and a dynamic whoosh was 
followed by a quietly dramatic clanking and clattering as the gate, still chained at the middle, 
now flopped off its other hinges - the weakened ancient metal unaccustomed to the weight of 
both sides at once — and, continuing on its trajectory with residual momentum, slid from the road 
into the water. The path was wide open. The rest of the group scrambled into the carriage, 
Dingus leaping into the coachmans’ seat, grabbing the reins. Stan jumped onto the moving 
vehicle as it got going, San and ‘Roy helping pull him aboard, and they whooshed out onto the 
long road across the water. In the city behind, people had started to gather in earnest. The crows 
had been more sensible, simply vacating the entire general region of the brawl. Bob, clutching 
his face fly in one hand and his tooth in the other, was yelling something heinous in Hellspeak, 
howling madly in the direction of the fast-departing ride. It sounded bile-addled and loathsome. 
Then - was it just Stans’ imagination? He thought he heard, roughly translated, a very clear cry 


from the monstrous fighter — “See you soon, bro!” 


Light glistened off the water to either side as they sailed along the road, the speedmules 
feeling as if they might take flight. Dace was laughing with exhilaration. “Alright, man! ROCK 


AND ROLL!” 
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BOOK TWO 


7. Jazzy Hot Chaos 


The stately carriage rolled along the arid plains. There was little enough cover in that barren 
landscape. One lone dry, scraggly tree was visible. Within the shadowy branches of that tall 
tree, two figures lurked, peering through binoculars as the craft passed their positions. They 
were scrawny, bony fellows, dressed in form-fitting indigo bodysuits. They smelled like 
cabbage, and sniffled regularly. Their noses were pointy like bird beaks - one might even call 
them “aquiline,” if one was being generous. Their eyes were small, concentrated round points in 
their spherical skulls. Their bodysuits went over their head, covering where their hair would be, 
though it was difficult to imagine them having any. They wore utility belts of some sort. Now, 


the taller and sterner of the two was licking his lips. 


“Look at those animals move!” he exclaimed, continuing to peer through his binoculars. 


“Gus, there are two things I’m certain about.” 


“Yeah Bus?” said Gus, the more easygoing of the two. He, also, continued to look 


through his binoculars. 
“One is that you smell like cabbage.” 


“You’re the one that smells like cabbage,” said Gus, sniffling. 
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“Two,” Bus continued, “is that those animals are not just any ordinary speedmules. 
Those things gots’ta be a new breed. It can’t just be something they’re feeding them. I’m 


considering the possibility that they could be mechanomules.” 


“You’re so full of shit, dude.” 


“Don’t sass me, boy. This is a serious matter. Those corporate HQ guys can’t stop 
talking about how miraculously this group slipped through their fingers. I don’t think humans 
can necessarily do that. It’s probable that what we’re dealing with here is a squad of 
mechanomen. Mechanized vermin from some underground den of perversity, made to look and 
act like humans. To brainwash us! A mafia plot of enslavement. I’m not saying that’s definitely 


the case, but it’s a convincing argument. What are the logical objections?” He sniffed. 


“All that cabbage has gotten to your brain. It’s plain that they’re just a rival upstart corp, 
probably from the northeast, possibly from the southwest, out to undermine the GAC. Ever since 
CentralGov lost over half their funding, it’s been a free-for-all. Everyone pretends to be on 
board with the restructured CentralGov committees’ conglomeration attempts. ‘We’re all allied,’ 
they say. Yeah right. Secretly, we’ve all been trying to stab each others’ backs. Sal Mirtel 
probably had everything planned out all along. Now she’s just trying to sow chaos while she and 
her lackeys head to the nearest checkpoint with their trove of corporate secrets. It’s espionage 


one-oh-one.” He sniffed. 


“You’re crazy! You still think Mirtel even exists? That was just an alias of one of those 


robots. At least, that’s currently the most convincing theory.” He sniffed. 


“Yeah, whatever cabbage-face. Let’s just watch the road.” He sniffed. 
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The carriage kicked up dust as it darted past the agents’ position, coming within forty 
meters of the tree before it passed. An observer would really have to be looking to have spotted 
those binocular-finks, well-camouflaged as they were. There was no sign of any activity from 
the carts’ windows, and soon the travelers were disappearing into the distance. The duo watched 


them go in silence. 
Finally, Gus said, sniffling, “I can see how you could think those animals are robots.” 


Bus licked his lips, sniffed — “Seeing them that close, I think I detected a seam where two 
metal plates had been welded together on the torso of one of them. This could get hairy. Come 
on.” He dropped his binoculars from his face, at last. “Let’s follow. There’s only one stop they 
could be heading to, if they’re keeping up this front of being a human musical group. We’ll roll 


into town shortly after nightfall, come on them with the element of surprise.” 
“Yeah, we hope,” said Gus, sniffing. 


The two folded their binoculars, stuck them into their utility belts, and began deftly 
climbing down the tree. When they came to a branchless stretch, they placed their hands palm- 
down against the bark and slid to the ground, as if on invisible rails. They darted to the road in a 
stooping, simian run. Placing themselves in the middle of it, side by side, facing the direction 
the carriage had gone, they leaned down and pressed hidden buttons in their indigo sneakers. 
From out of the shoes’ bottoms, curious miniaturized tank treads emerged. The two fellows 
entered a crouching position, like skiers. Each sniffing and taking a deep breath, they pressed a 
button on their utility belts. A staggering odor of cabbage erupted as small but powerful jet 


blasts came out from the backs of their shoes, sending a whirring din out over the arid plains. At 
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speed, the covert agents began rolling across the landscape, maintaining their postures, kicking 


up every bit as much dust as the carriage had. It felt good to be in hot pursuit. 


Jazzmaster Jenks sorted through the crowded scheduling for the evening. “We got three 


different bands?” 


“That’s correct, sir,” a dapper lacky almost stammered. “It was thought at the time that if 
one or even two got caught up somehow in travel, it wouldn’t sink the evenings’ entertainment. 


You know how travel can be these days.” 


Jenks raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t know it was any different than it always is.” A tall, 
lean scarecrow of a man, he was given to clean and sensible personal presentation. This evening 
was no exception. He wore a button-down white shirt with an understated black bowtie, 
forgoing supper jacket or any other more formal touches. Straight black slacks went down to his 
sensible loafers. The only sign of embellishment was the brass buckle of his sensible belt, upon 


which was engraved the insignia of the exploding saxophone — the mark of the Jazzmasters. 


A few early-evening drinkers were loitering in the dim mahogany haze. Why had he 
chosen to run a saloon? He wondered to himself. It was something in the atmosphere of this 
place. That’s what he remembered. But whatever magic it was, he didn’t see it now. Would it 
jog his memory to see it filled with music lovers? The place was an unusually dim, hazy, almost 
cosmopolitan version of an old-style hunting lodge, with high ceilings and exposed mahogany 
rafters. It was a damn spacious saloon, making it popular with the rock and roll crowd, who 
favored wild, flailing dance maneuvers, the broad appeal of which Jenks found perplexing. How 


ironic, that a Jazzmaster should end up owning a joint that would become known, above all else, 
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as a popular rock and roll venue. But Jenks didn’t care what kind of music was played here. He 
enjoyed the reverberating sound of the space. And he enjoyed people-watching. Something 
about seeing all the freaks that would come out here, somehow helped him get his jollies. Why 


that was, he didn’t know. 


It smelled like a dog in here. 


“Well,” said Jenks, “now we gotta pay three different bands. We can’t get anybody to 
come here if we have a cover charge, so each additional band is an unnecessary additional 
expense. This place can’t remain solvent! If we don’t have tip top entertainment, nobody’ Il 
come, with or without a cover charge. You’re right — if we got caught without a band on a 
Friday night, it would be the kiss of death. In this dynamic new age, you’d think more people 
would be coming out here, but it’s the reverse. People have actually gotten lazier. Even when 
they say they want change, it’s always right when things start to get most interesting that people 
long for things to stay the same. They’re stuck in their neighborhoods, not checking out the 
action that’s available to them. Not experiencing the latest culture. Lazy! There’s nowhere for 
places like the Jenkjoint to go. We might be seeing some of the most exciting acts of our history 
- albeit I’m no rock and roll music pro. But we can’t keep open like this forever. We gotta feed 


ourselves, God damn it, Slick! What do you say about that?” 


“T’d say you’ve hit the nail on the head,” Slick said solemnly. “I regret not making sure 
we got only two acts, but it was the fear of them being held up that motivated us to go with three. 
If one was even late, it could affect our reputation, in this climate. Who ever heard of such a 
thing? Clubs becoming less popular because their acts came on late. It sounds like a sort of half- 
oxymoron. But these are strange times. I think the Jenkjoint is one of the most exciting places 


I’ve worked at, and it’s never been more financially shaky. This place should be making bank!” 
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“Yeah. Listen, Slick. I wanna let you know something. Remember those arrangements 
we made? If I jump ship sooner rather than later, when you take over, I want you to do what 
works for you and the staff. Don’t worry about how exciting the venue is. Just make ends meet. 


We see yet again that cultural vitality don’t equate with fiscal vitality. That’s just how it goes.” 


Slick nodded. “But do you anticipate such a sudden move?” 


“Not sure right now, Slick. Just lookin’ at all my prospects. It’s not like I ever had my 
heart set on running a business, you know. I was always a jazz-slinger. Always a musician.” 
Jenks looked back out across the saloon floor. Already, more people were filtering in. And over 


there, at the counter. Was that...? 


Jenks strode over. He had a photographic memory for names and faces. Dace was 
getting a bourbon as the tall man came up alongside him. “Dace-boy! It’s barely five. Here so 


early? That’s what I like to see, friend. What’s the flavor-of-the-month?” 


Dace turned. “Jazzmaster Jenks, it’s always a pleasure. This time I’m calling the band 


‘Destitute’. A flavor of the times.” 


“Boy don’t I know about that.” 


“We live in interesting times, alright. Penny-pinching, interesting times. I figure people 


can relate.” 


“You bet your life. Basic rock setup?” 


“Okay, so as you can guess, the rest of the band is getting checked in, settled into their 


rooms, all that. So I got Mella and Dingus-“ 


“Ooooff.” 
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“Tell me about it. I needed to get a band going, man, or pretty soon I was gonna have to 
get a job. So then I says, ‘with these clowns, I better get a novelty instrument if I want anyone to 


bother looking at me.’” 


“Sound, boy. Sound.” 


“People say there’s too many of them. Novelty instruments, that is. I wanna hear the 
alternative better idea. If it’s either “hop on the bandwagon’ or ‘be boring’, I’m hoping on. So 
we got this guy who plays this ‘electric guitar’. And his parents were with him. Total goofballs. 
But they provided this carriage with incredible speedmules. They feed ‘em something, and the 


things just gallop like the wind. That’s how we got here so damn early.” 


“Sell that stuff, a fellow could finally feel okay in the ol’ pocketbook.” 


“I’m gonna have them get me in on that action. I'll report to you “soon as I know 


enough.” 


“Obliged. Well, can’t wait to see this ‘electric guitar’ contraption at work. Does it plug 


into anything?” 


“Plug in? ...No. That sounds painful. Why would you think an instrument would ‘plug 


in’ to anything?” 


“Boy, I don’t rightly know. Sometimes a funny whimsy just gets you. Okay, well you 


just enjoy your drink and get set up for this evening, and let us know if y’all need anything.” 


“Will do, boss.” Dace returned to his morose sipping. 


Jenks strolled back to his office-alcove, where Slick was busily sorting through some 


papers. “Electric guitar” indeed. What fancy-stepping nonsense would they come up with next? 
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He anticipated hearing it. It could at least be good for a laugh, seeing what goofy sounds it 


might make. He had to hand it to the rock and rollers — they came up with all sorts of kookiness. 


As Jenks left, San strolled up to Dace from some unseen corner, floppy green hat still on her 
head, ‘Roys’ ragged clothing still adorning her body. She took a seat besides him. “Sarsparilla 


and lime,” she ordered. 


“Oh hey, Cindy. Didn’t see you come in.” 


“You should start calling me San, Dace. That’s what all my friends call me. Everyone is 
getting comfy and putting their stuff up. I just thought I’d get a refresco in before the big 
evening. Saw ya talking with that big guy over there, looked like he had a Jazzmaster belt! Sure 


hope he didn’t just find that somewhere. I hear actual Jazzmasters don’t take kindly to poseurs.” 


“Yeah, that’s Jenks. He’s an okay guy, has a great brain for faces. Remembers my name 
every time, even though he’s got a googolplex musical acts coming through here. I couldn’t do 


that, I'll tell you right up-front. Why does it matter where he got that goofy little belt of his?” 


San looked at Dace with incredulity, and of-a-sudden, her assumed character dropped. 


“Bitch, do you even know what a Jazzmaster is?” 


Dace was taken aback. “I'll thank you not to be so informal, when we’ve only known 
each other three days! Though I guess we should be getting comfortable. Alright, “bitch,” tell 


me about what a Jazzmaster ‘really is,’ other than a guy who’s a master at jazz.” 
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San was now fully herself, and herself was looking at Dace with the emotions of 
criticality which she’d expertly restrained showing until this moment. It was past time to deal 


plainly. “Alright, ‘douchebag,’ I’ll do just that. Listen up...” 


The musty room burnt Stans’ nasal hairs. ‘Roy was laid out flat on a bed. All the stuff he, ‘Roy 
and San had brought, which still wasn’t much, was stuffed in this room. Just as well there 
wasn’t much clutter - it was a small room for three people. Whatever. “Least they weren’t 
paying for it. He opened the door, looked into the dark, musty hall. He’d planned to read and 
nap before the performance this evening, for which he put no thought into preparation, not 
considering it worthy of his mental real estate. Now he found that he longed for fresh air. Did 
anybody clean this filthy inn? He strode down the hall, down the musty spiral stairs. There was 
so much mahogany in this place that he was already sick of the smell. Everything stank. The 
saloon was dismal, dim and hazy, with the flabby arid-plainsmen sitting around on their fat asses, 
chewing cigars and drinking basic-bitch booze that they treated like some kind of gourmet 
delicacy. There was a low murmur. Rock music was playing from the juke box. He had heard a 
few times of the Jenkjoint, mainly spots on the radio advertising some-or-other bands’ touring 
schedule. It was the kind of place that was good for the music, but wouldn’t stay in business. It 


depressed Stan. He strode through the batwing doors and out onto the arid main drag. 


They had come upon Bokes, a chickenshit suburb of the hub town Aridia, many miles 
northwest of Neooiseaux. He was incredulous this place had ever developed to more than just a 
small town. Who moved here? There was no whiff of urban sophistication anywhere, except 
perhaps, to a small degree, in the saloon. Of course, this was all the same to Stan, who 


considered it all human foolishness. The evening traffic along the roadway was brisk, with the 


608 


humble denizens rushing to conclude the weeks’ tasks before the respite of the weekend. Red 
brick storefronts were the style. Stan walked at random, strolling in an effort to excite the 


circulation of his sluggish thoughts. 


2 66. 


After some five minutes, he found himself at the suburbs’ “town center,” staring at a 
small statue of Bicco. How curious. Almost nobody had statues of Bicco in their town centers. 
It was like saying, “Our town is the one that’s so easily forgotten!” But, as Bicco taught and 
knew, there had to be an easily forgotten one, in every group. Stan didn’t much care for the 
sight. The memory of the dream of Bicco made his spirit feel slightly greasy. What did the 
demigods, who had everything provided for them by their loyal sycophants, know of the Hunt? 
What did they know of glorious contest? The way that Bicco had said it had made it sound like 
something dismal and mechanistic. The demigods thought everything revolved around them, but 
they were already on the outs, and the combat of existence would flourish long after their 


“amusement” was no longer there to accompany it. In the combat of existence, they, too, were 


eventual losers. 


Everyone and everything was an eventual loser. 


So what was so glorious about that? 


Stan looked at the statue. Basic marble construction, the size of a young child. Rather 
small and delicate-looking for a statue at a town center. A roundabout surrounded it. On the 
side of the circular road, a few humble stores stood, hardly much grander or different from the 
stores on the other commercial streets. Arid Plains towns had too many damn stores. It was 
definitely a trend. There was a small inscription at the base of the statue. Idle curiosity made 


Stan unconsciously lean down to read it. 
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Bicco — Fostering Dialogue and Engagement 


He had no idea what the fuck that was even supposed to mean. 


He turned back the way he’d come. Immediately, all his hunting senses began dinging. 


He was being watched. 


Playing it nonchalant, he leaned with one hand against the little statue, yawning, and with 
his peripheral vision, began scanning the scene. There were lots of second-story windows in the 
storefronts that could make good vantage points. Everything else was wide open, no place to 
hide. Most upper windows were either shuttered or dark. The daylight was fading. He called 
upon his heightened darkness sight. Ahhhh... perfect. The dark was becoming crystal clear. 
Two clowns with binoculars, above a store that was joint candy shoppe and cheese parlour. 

They were in dark suits, impossible to see with unaided normal sight. So the band hadn’t 
escaped as clean as they thought they had. But these characters didn’t look like any ordinary 


agentes. Not from here, anyway. He would need a closer look. 


Casually, he sauntered back towards the saloon. It was hopeless to try and catch them 
now. They would have a head start on getting away. As soon as he came into the front of the 
shoppe, they’d be gone out the back — let him double around to the back, and they’d have already 
left. But if he knew his finks, they would be coming to him soon enough. Just let the Jenkjoint 
get crowded enough, and when it did, keep an eye on the wallflowers. Dollars-to-donuts, his 


“pals” would be among them. 
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And when Stan got his hands on finks, he always got answers. And he would get his 


hands on those finks. Answers were overdue. 


Forty years ago. Forty long years ago. 


Deep in the heart of the frigid northlands, well north of the GAC region, they huddled. 
Jazz had brought them together. But it wasn’t just any ordinary jazz. These folks were highly 
advanced military thinkers. Consummate professionals. At that time, CentralGov was strongest 
in the northern wastes, where it was fomenting its few followers into a frenzy of systematized, 
constricted, violent and poisonous thought and emotions. Almost nobody knew of it outside its 
sphere of influence. Normal people in the larger United Statelands were unaware of any such 
organizations’ existence. Internationally, they were a nonentity. Yet even then, they were 
growing in strength. The threat was real. And for these highly competent audiomartial 
professionals, there was no question that something had to be done. And it had to be done 


quickly. 


To the elite few, the musical force so casually called “jazz” was well-known to have 
certain uncanny, quasi-alchemic powers. Very different from the wild and tumultuous energy of 
rock and roll, jazz music is a form simultaneously spontaneous and precise, emotional and 
clinical, flexible and architectural, ethereal and tectonic. It is a form of potent and portentous 
paradoxes. Such forms are rarely without hidden potentialities. But few even among the elite 
suspected the full unheard-of force of the undiscovered power that jazz still possessed. The elite 


group that now convened, was soon to discover that this power was virtually limitless, and that 
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the proper application of it would become a matter of the gravest personal responsibility to all of 


them. 


The research schedule was ferocious in its pace. The groups’ first significant conclusion 
was that it would be necessary to create a class of supersoldier. Because of the logistics of the 
situation, there was no other choice but that the group themselves should make this commitment, 
taking the corresponding sacrifices of such a life upon themselves. Every last one of the thirteen 
members of the committee took this vow, forming a unit of equals who would root out and 
combat any force of systemic toxicity that entered their purview. At that time, no one among 


them could even imagine another of their group betraying those values. 


They took an oath. This oath was the birth of that organization now known as the 


Jazzmasters. 


Experimentation began. The mighty ultramoose of the frozen north, with its flaming 
purple skin, tank-like torso, and flexible, near-sentient barbed antlers that can detect prey at a 
distance of six miles, became a sort of “training partner” for the team. In this way, they tested 
the potency of their specialized instruments, the range of effectiveness of various tones, and 
other factors of strategic importance, in the wild, against the most dangerous living thing on the 
continent. But this soon ended, as even tones on the lowest end of estimated effectiveness were 
discovered to be consistently lethal at proper range, causing an accidental animal death. Before 
long, combinations of notes were discovered that, when performed properly, could rearrange the 
constituent atoms of matter around the player. But the most thrilling, terrible discovery came 
when a CentralGov platoon somehow discovered the location of the group, and went in for a 


merciless attack, hoping to wipe out their enemy before it became a threat. 
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The group was resting by the warm light of a campfire, so the story goes, telling one 
another of the days’ discoveries and achievements. Sipping hot cider from their respective 
thermoses, they all renewed their vows of transparency, inclusivity, science, justice and good 
clean fun — in short, of Clean Living, that meritorious area of human endeavor only possible 
when the ego is maintained at a healthy level and not allowed to run rampant, when selfishness is 
held in check to the extent reasonable, and when unflinching personal responsibility is assumed 
by all. In this eternal spirit, a sense of spiritual warmth and merriment was felt by all. But then, 
a twig snapped somewhere. Immediately, everyone was dead silent. Another snap. It was clear. 
The group sprung to their feet as a squad of black-robed CentralGov pythonians — elite soldiers 
with the faces of pythons, who could spit venom accurately up to six meters — swarmed out of 


the surrounding woods. They were surrounded. 


The youngest of the group was the explosive tenor saxophone specialist named Jenks. 
Eagerly, he’d been working on a saxophone number based on ragtime, with Ellington, Parker 
and Coltrane influences, and dashes of Pharoah Sanders and John Gilmore at the outer edges. 
Too many disparate influences. But that was barely slowing him down. He was fast developing 
his own sound. Indeed, so great was his progress, he’d grow nervous about the potential lethality 
of his creation. He hadn’t shared anything about it with the rest of the group, for fear of being 
labeled irresponsible. Now, he saw no choice. He pulled out his sax and began what he hoped 
was a worthwhile improvisation on the themes, narrowly dodging a lethal wad of venom that 
would have struck his face. He wasn’t fully satisfied with the piece, still planned to work on it 
much longer. There were many factors that he barely understood. But he had to try something. 
Time slowed, and a cool blue light spread through his veins as he leaped into the air and blew. 


Like an angel, he floated forward, as if sailing on wings of the notes he was playing. 
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The effect was both immediate and catastrophic. The pythonian soldiers barely had a 
moment before their bodies were heinously altered. Internal organs were turned inside-out, were 
brought outside of the skin. Skin was turned inside-out on itself. Brains exploded through 
skulls, intestines exploded through abdomens, hearts burst and their contents exited the bodies of 
the enemy through every orifice. Broken bones jutted from warped and tattered flesh. It was 
horrible. Bodies were bursting, were becoming folded in on themselves and twisted around in 
horrible and destructive ways. Carnage and gore floated in a zero-g vortex of impossible jazz 
mayhem, the inhuman wailing of the dying mingling with the sweet sounds of the sax in an 
unhallowed duet. Young Jenks floated and played onwards, unable to believe the nightmare his 
instrument was creating, unable to stop for fear that even a moments’ pause could compromise 
the safety of his teammates. He floated. He played. He blew. He blew, he wailed. And soon, 
in unspeakable manner, the entire platoon of CentralGov grunts was left lying in gibs on the 


forest floor. 


Almost by accident, the Wailing Chaos Rag had been discovered. 


As Stan stepped back into the room, he saw ‘Roy stir. Johnny had gotten himself up on the 
bedside table, and was “looking at” “Roy. “Johnny!” said Stan. “Leave the old man alone. He’s 


fine.” 


The guitar scampered back to the comfort of its half-opened cushioned guitar case. It 
was getting big, and soon would fill out the entire case. These things grew fast. Stan couldn’t 
help but reflect on the similarity between Johnny and himself in this regard. But a part of him 


that he usually ignored was wondering if, in some parts of him growing up so fast, others hadn’t 


614 


grown up slower, as a result. He was beginning to think there might be some aspect of him that 
was still like a kid. His petulance, his hatred of reflecting on certain tough emotions. When he 


and ‘Roy had fought, it had brought something out. 


These thoughts were pissing him the fuck off. But he knew they weren’t without merit. 
Okay. A day at atime. But he did need to be cooler, calmer, more collected even in the face of 
things that really did piss him the fuck off. That was tough for anybody, kid or adult. But it was 
an important skill, one that had been neglected. He knew there was more to emotional depth and 
maturity than just that. But you had to start somewhere, damn it. He honestly did want to buy 
shades. Yeah. Covering the eyes could confer a tactical advantage in negotiations. He didn’t 
even care if that kind of thinking was the opposite of “mature,” it was still true. And he would 
practice steady breathing exercises. When a Vampiro put his mind to something, he would do it. 


Like a pro. Stan was gonna be a cool customer. It would be tough, but it would be worth it. 


“T see you’re back, boy,” said ‘Roy as he looked up groggily from his nap. “Don’t 


suppose you were off putting chemicals in your damaged brain with your new little friends?” 


“You don’t bother me, old man,” Stan said with a smirk. 


‘Roy laughed caustically. 


This guy really is a mother fucking asshole, thought Stan. 


“You know,” he said out loud, his voice cool and collected, “I have to say it. You really 


are a mother fucking asshole.” He smirked again. 


‘Roy frowned. “Bah. You’re not worth it, child.” He returned to his napping. 
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Score one for Stan, Stan thought. The legendary unreadable cool customer. Allllllright. 


That’s smooth, man. 


He went to lay on his cot, in the corner of the small room near Johnny. Allowing all his 
muscles to relax, he began leafing through a small history of the northern wastes, which he’d 
picked up primarily for its few intriguing mentions of the enigmatic Jazz Wars, which had 
caused so much hubbub in the region some years back. Barely ten minutes had passed when 
there was a knocking at the door, followed by the head of Mella poking in. “Time to come down 
and get ready. The first act goes on soon, we follow right after. The kitchen’s making 


mushroom manchego toast, I hope that’s okay for dinner.” 


“Be right down,” Stan answered, putting the /ibro down and closing his eyes. 


“Watcha readin’?” 


“Just a standard history.” 


“Any good?” 


“Not really. The author-guy follows this annoying convention where every time there’s a 
date, he lists it in all three of the most academically recognized competing calendar systems. 


There are dates all the time, so it gets really cluttered and interrupts the flow.” 


“Sounds lame. Don’t take too long.” Mellas’ head retreated from view, and the door was 


abruptly shut. 


Performance. It would be some amusement to see how the people responded to Johnnys’ 
sounds. Stan looked at the electric guitar now. The aura that struck him was unmistakable. It 


was impossible to know quite how much the instrument understood. But it knew something was 
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about to happen. And it knew it would be the one to make it happen. Now, Stan looked at it, 
and it was ready to go, go, go, it was going to be good, it was filled with more confidence than 
he’d ever seen. Confidence. This was the old Johnny, developed, so that it was like a whole 
new guitar, a guitar Stan had never known, by virtue of its self-actualization. Stan was watching 


Johnny grow. And he was growing with it. 


Was this what Heaven felt like? Ifso, perhaps Heaven wasn’t all bad. 


After the Wailing Chaos Incident, things were more precarious for the Jazzmasters. The cat was 
out of the bag. An entire pythonian platoon doesn’t simply disappear into the northern wilds, 
without even a trace. It had been good fortune that the lieutenant in charge hadn’t seen thirteen 
people, totally surrounded and apparently defenseless in the middle of the woods at night, as 
enough of a threat to report to base before attacking. A more experienced or intelligent 
CentralGov lieutenant wouldn’t have made the same mistake. Now, CentralGov command had 
an inkling that the Jazzmasters were more, indeed much more of a potential problem than they 
had realized. It was time to apply pressure, to infiltrate the ranks, sow distrust, engage in 
psychological warfare. Perhaps, command HQ thought, they could harness these abilities for 


themselves. 


Jenks was deeply shaken by the incident. The responsibility of holding such terrible 
power was overwhelming. Other team members spoke of regret that things had to devolve into 
such violence, and that jazz would now be forever linked in their minds with their military 
professions, no longer a separate source of pure escape. But the whole team soldiered on. Their 


work was patently more important than ever. Over the next month, moving constantly from 
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place to place across the barren North, they became known as the squad that put the “super” in 


“supersoldier.” 


Yet even for these stalwart warriors, it was a grueling lifestyle. They missed the lives, 
however humble, that they’d left behind. The task of controlling the forces of jazz was proving 
to be difficult. They made steady progress. It was decided that, once the powers of the 
instrument of each member could be wielded with a level of responsibility that satisfied all other 
members, the group would split up and spread out across the continent. Each Jazzmaster would 
then have the power to promote as many civilians as they saw fit to the position of Jazzwarden. 
The Jazzwardens would hold the secrets of the music, have the ability and conviction to wield 
said secrets responsibly, and have all the privileges and responsibilities of a Jazzmaster in all 
ways save one — they would not be allowed to promote others. For each Jazzmaster, only a 
single heir could be selected from among the Jazzwardens, and this heir would take on the full 
title of Jazzmaster, including the ability to promote. If the heir remained undecided at the time 
of a Jazzmasters’ passing, where applicable, a democratic vote was to be taken on who should be 
the next Jazzmaster. All Jazzwardens and Jazzmasters alike would get 1 vote. In instances 
where a vote didn’t finalize the matter, whether from a tie, or in the case of there being three or 
fewer remaining Jazzwardens/masters, the matter was to be settled by coin-toss, with a coin-toss 


tournament for multi-way ties. 


Each Jazzmaster did their uttermost to complete their labors to the satisfaction of their 
peers, and much was discovered. The discipline of the unit was honed to razor-sharp perfection. 
One day, as the story goes, the marimba Jazzmaster (whose name is still top-secret) was out 
taking a leak in the woods, when she overheard something. She quickly made herself as silent as 


was possible, under the compromising circumstances. A strange, darkly cloaked figure was 
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conversing in the shadows with Jazzmaster Finnigan, the tuba master. Finnigan was a genius. 
Surely, he knew what he was doing. But everyone in the group had committed to keeping 
everyone else apprised of all their activities. Contact with someone outside the inner circle most 


certainly counted as an activity worthy of mention! 


Once it was clear that she hadn’t been detected, the marimba master sidled closer, 
maintaining total silence. She felt a brief flash of shame for spying on a fellow Jazzmaster. The 
group was supposed to foster total trust. And Finnigans’ character seemed to have no chinks in 
it. Or at least, it had seemed... Now she could hear what the two were saying to one another. It 
had to do with the sale of Jazzmaster secrets. The unthinkable had happened. Already, before 
they’d even fully finished their initial research, a Jazzmaster had been corrupted and was 


betraying the unit. 


The marimbaist made herself extra invisible as the business concluded. What to do? The 
situation was dire. If she called Finnigan in front of the group, right now when she had no proof, 
it would be her word against his. But how could she gain proof? She decided to confer with her 
closest friend within the team. A young man like Jenks, he was fresh-faced out of the alchemical 


marines when he’d decided to take up the trumpet as a hobby. His name was Jayhawk. 


The pair conferred, and young Jayhawk agreed to keep an eye on Finnigan. But he had a 
feeling that the marimbist wasn’t just blowing smoke out her ass, and so he hatched a further 
plan. The scheme was for him to approach each member of the group separately, under the 
pretense that he was in the position of the marimbist — that is, that he had heard Finnigan talking 
with someone suspicious, but had no proof that he was up to anything. Could the other member 
keep an eye on Finnigan? Each of these members would believe that it was only they and 


Jayhawk who harbored any suspicions. Therefore, it wouldn’t seem like a petty character 
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assassination attempt, and everyone could come to their own conclusions independently. The 
risk was that this would increase the chance of a slipup leading Finnigan to suspect that he was 
suspected. But the Jazzmasters were stealth experts, with Finnigan only getting found out by 
coincidence. If anything, Jayhawk and the other members would be even more on their guard 


than he was. 


Within a week, the plan bore fruit. Jayhawks’ rhetorical skills were unmatched, and he 
had no trouble convincing the others of his seriousness. Before long, Finnigan was back out in 
the woods, conferring with a cloaked figure. This time, however, every other member of the 
squad had snuck out after him, separately and in secret. As the devilish double-dealing was 
reaching its conclusion, Jayhawk and the marimbist stepped out of the shadows, reporting to the 
surprised rest of the group that they could do the same. Finnigan had been caught red-handed. 
In stentorian tones, young Jayhawk asked Finnigan and his shrouded companion that they 


explain themselves. 


But they had underestimated Finnigans’ deadly power and mad desperation when 
cormered. He was one of the greatest among them. Now, he showed it. As the cloaked figure 
revealed itself to be a pythonian commander wielding a deadly tommygun, Finnigan pulled out 
his tuba. The group ducked for the cover of the stately Engelmann spruces, creating time- 
slowing tones with their instruments to help in the avoidance of the ultrafast bullets. But the real 
danger was with Finnigan. Soon, the pythonian had been reduced to a purple mist, his 
tommygun a useless hunk of twisted metal, but the tuba master was just getting warmed up. He 
blew, and from that brassy, bassy well of sound, a vortex of indescribable madness reached its 
meaty paws out to grab at the psyches of the unready Jazzmasters. The groups’ drummer, whose 


name is also classified, had brought a tambourine for the occasion, it having the portability for 
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such an emergency, where a drum kit would have been unwieldy and compromising to stealth. 
Now, he beat out a steady, calm, sanity-inducing rhythm with his hands and the jingling utensil, 
mutter-singing comfortingly as he did so. It was enough to prevent the tuba madness from doing 
any permanent damage. But not enough to prevent Finnigans’ escape. Seeing that he was 
outnumbered, he retreated into a planar cloak of booming shadow-sound so complete, any 


attempt to follow would have been futile. 


At the same time, it became evident that the pythonian commander, before it had 
perished, had activated some sort of signal to its masters at CentralGov HQ. Now, strange metal 
craft floated on the air above, and what they dropped on the forest was unthinkable. Huge bursts 
of alchemical violence were followed by consuming flames, decimating everything living within 
a wide berth. It was hastily determined that the date of separation could be deferred no longer. 
The group split up, each hoping desperately that all the others could make it out of that 


maelstrom alive and intact. 


“T believe, as a scholar, that they did all make it out. Records seem to indicate that 
approximately twelve active Jazzmasters have been around at some point since the Madness 


Tuba Incident. And of course, there’s Jayhawk.” 


“But I’d never heard,” said an undisguisedly interested Dace, “that he was a Jazzmaster.” 


“No. You wouldn’t have. When he became a part of the “Jazzy” family, that superseded 
his status as Jazzmaster. The Jazzmasters make use of clinical critical thought, military acumen, 
music theory and sheer playing talent, among other strenuously developed self-disciplines, to 


scientifically wield their power. In contrast, the Jazzy clan has no need to resort to such 
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measures. They live and breath the power of jazz, floating through it and letting it flow through 
them, giving them power beyond the comprehension of most, without ever needing to resort to 
an instrument, if they don’t care to. They’re beings apart, whereas Jazzmasters are simply 


normal people like you and I, who happen to be hugely skilled specialists.” 


Dace chuckled. “Hugely skilled specialists, eh? You seem pretty sharp yourself. 


Careful, hon, or I might think you re a Jazzmaster!” 


San chuckled in return. “Oh, don’t be silly, dearie. Being a scholar and being a 
Jazzmaster are two wildly different things. Even if Wiccan scholarship has more applications, 
however limited, than most of the useless and pointless forms of scholarship we see these days. 
Anyway, here’s the moral of my little spiel”- here Sans’ eyes condensed to pinpoints- “don’t fuck 
with that Jenks guy. I’m dead serious, dearie. Dead fucking serious. I don’t think you were 
planning on fucking with him, but as you value your ass, it doesn’t hurt to know that he’s one of 


the most, if not the most, dangerous guys someone like you has the possibility of ever meeting.” 


“Well, dear, that’s cheery. Thanks for the fireside tale. I try never to fuck with any 
employers, if I can help it. In all honesty, it does help to know what you’ve just told me. If 
you’re a Wiccan scholar, maybe you can help me out with my headaches some time. And here 
they all are now!” He abruptly turned towards the approaching group of Stan, Mella and Dingus, 
who were all hastily picking food off their greasy plates as they walked, their mouths loaded 
with squishing provender. “The whole gang decided to come join us. What an honor this is, 
such distinguished rock stars blessing our presence. Did everyone remember to get their 


instruments ready? Once they stop playing, we are going right on.” 
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After the whole group ordered a round of refreshments, Dace and San migrated from the 
bar counter, and they all sat at a table not far from the stage. It was high time to claim a spot — 
the place was rapidly becoming more crowded, as Friday evening entered the first phase, when 
the denizens of darkness have had time to recuperate and muster their reserves of energy, and 
nightlife activity begins rapidly and excitedly picking up. All types were represented in that 
crowd, but there was no question that youth was making an especially strong showing. 
Watching from his position of authority near the back-office alcove, Jenks reflected that if this 
rock music stuff, traditional as it was, could still interest youths, there must really be something 


to it. 


The first act ambled onto the stage. Slick had been right. The other one hadn’t made it. 
What if this new “Destitute” thing that Dace kid had cooked up turned out to be a flop? And 
these clowns right now didn’t look that great. It was traditional setup of bass guitar, drum kit, 
and yelling vocalist, to which an upright bass had been added. How many bass instruments did 
you need? And the vocalist, yechh. This guy was all over the place, sounding gruff most of the 
time, and then wailing into the upper octaves with almost no transition. The drummer played 
like a kid banging on pots and pans in the family kitchen. The act was called “Transitional 
Gentleman,” a name Jenks couldn’t see any merit in. The songs were about ghosts and flowers 
and domestic quarrels. Hokey shit. The audience was tolerating it. It was mostly inoffensive. 
What was going on with the vocalists’ hairdo? It was some kinda pompadour, and it looked like 
the guy had put purple highlights in it. Douchey-looking! The guy even seemed to have on 
some purple themed makeup. Was there a theme here? If so, it wasn’t working. The bassist was 


trying to play bass guitar like a rhythm guitar, while the upright bassist was trying to take over 
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what would traditionally be a bass guitar role. No reason for any of it. Corny. As often 


happened at times like this, Jenks was getting a manageable but persistent headache. 


As the act dragged on, the singer was toning things down and putting more emotion into 
his uneven performance. The crowd was visibly bored. They were happy to humor a band that 
was clearly trying. But it was just as clear that this act wasn’t getting far in its’ current 
configuration. They’d been playing for close to an hour, and the later songs were more well- 
developed, but they were also getting more pretentious. Pretention was the kiss of death. Jenks 
began making his way down towards the stage. As he came up to the heavily yawning Destitute 
table, he stealthily patted Dace on the shoulder, and when the boy turned, winked to him. Dace 
grinned in savvy appreciation, then went back to taking in the end of the flagging set. As soon as 
the current operatic ditty came to a halt, Jenks was stepping authoritatively onto the stage, 
waving at his crowd. The hearty cheers, greater than any that the band had received, were both 
in general appreciation of the man himself, and in specific thanks that somebody was finally 
putting an end to the nonsense. Jenks took center stage and faced the crowd with natural stage 


presence. 


“Thank you, my good people, for joining us this fine evening. And can we please get 


1? 


another round of applause for Transitional Gentleman!” He made the name sound like the most 
natural and sensible thing a band could name themselves. The crowd dutifully applauded. “So 
fantastic, so wonderful, I just love seeing these young folks coming in here and trying new 
things, experimenting. And I always love to see what happens. It’s a new adventure every time. 
Guys, please keep experimenting, keep moving the music forward. And now, we have some 


industry veterans, seasoned pros — and young people even so, may I say, by my own standards. 


There were subdued chuckles from some of the older audience members. “But even so, these 
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guys are themselves still pushing things forward, still coming up with new projects and making 
listening an adventure. May I just say it, what a great time to be a music lover. My good people, 


please welcome Dace Repellions’ new project — Destitute!” 


8. Drawing Down the Moon 


The transition from one band to the next was flawless. The Jenkjoint had it down to a science. 
Only two stagehands were needed to keep the exiting acts’ feet from dragging, even with regard 
to getting the drum kit moved, which was always a headache. But if nothing else, Transitional 
Gentleman was obliging in getting their gear out of there fast. The equipment of Destitute was in 
a backstage position perfect to be brought right out, and nobody could set up a drum kit with the 
speed and efficiency of Mella Oddboggy. Jenks walked offstage. Rather than retreating back to 
his customary alcove, something told him to be near the action. He took a seat at the Destitute 
table, where a muscular woman in a striking green hat was still seated. He hadn’t caught her 
face before, and now it was cloaked by the wide, floppy hat. “May I sit here, madame?” he 


asked courteously. In response, the green hat bobbed acquiescently. 


Dace stood in front of the crowd, eyes closed, breathing deeply and stretching his limbs, 
as if he were the only one there. Dingus, a small bit of some vile stimulant powder clinging to 
the ridge of his nostril, shambled out groggily, bass slung by a strap over his shoulder, looking 
like he was about to take a math exam. Mella went about her preparations like a mechanical 
thing, getting seated dutifully, sticks poised to pound out another evening of four-by-four 


endurance beats. 
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Stan was the most insolently nonchalant of them all as he strode out with Johnny clutched 
to his abdomen, examining the audience with a scowl of disdain. But his was not the boredom of 
the musician, countless crowds all blurring together, creating a mental background of eternally 
tempered expectations. He didn’t need to temper any expectations, because he had no 
expectations, nor any need of them. The pleasure and general well-being of this audience meant 
less than nothing to him. His contempt was the farthest thing from an assumed attitude. He 
viewed these flabby arid plains sadsacks, even the young ones, as beneath him, not because he 


thought they had inferior taste, but because he thought they were inferior beings. 


Yet as he gripped Johnny, lightly but firmly, the guitar gave off an electric aura that 
excited some part of him. The humans on stage might have been genuinely groggy and 
uninterested, but the sentient musician was alert and with-it, instrument-senses sharpened, all 
eager acuity and keen anticipation. The humans represented a spectrum ranging from utter filth- 
brained degeneracy, on the edge of catatonic psychosis, all the way up to violent cynical life- 
denial. But Johnny knew, in its instinctive wiring, in its semi-sentient and powerful heart, 
something of the power of Clean Living. Johnny was like a lotus, growing, not despite the 


swamp, but because of it. Without the swamp, there is no lotus. 


And now Vampiro Stan felt the electric power of the electric guitar, his electric guitar, 
and he knew, even if only temporarily, even if he would forget all of it later, he knew of the 
power of Clean Living. S.A.T.A.N. had known what God knew, what they all knew, and tried to 
keep from us. Why? The idiots. There were some things that wouldn’t, that couldn’t stay 


hidden. 


And Stan knew. The crowd was stirring slightly, detecting something, some subtle 


energy from this group, a confidence, a sense that these guys seemed to know what they were 
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about, more so than the last guys. Dace had described what to do to Stan in the carriage as 
they’d ridden here. Stan had paid zero attention. He still hadn’t played most of the lineups’ 


songs. He knew nothing about playing, and he planned to keep it that way. 


Dingus gave his bass guitar a few strums. After a short pause, Mella began to drum. She 
pounded out the steady rhythm that she could create so tirelessly. Dingus came in, his bass 
strums clinging to the rhythm Mella was creating, like a bass child clinging to the skirts of its 
bass mother. Dace began to mutter something. He had told Stan, “just come on in with the riff 


while I’m still muttering.” 


Without discrimination or forethought, Stan now complied. 


Bus and Gus sauntered into the saloon from the darkened street. Tacky cowboy hats were 
perched on their heads, in an attempt to blend in with the locals. However, nobody else was 
wearing either cowboy hats or tight indigo spandex bodysuits that went over the scalp. It wasn’t 
working. They were certifiably conspicuous. But they had to strike while the iron was hot. 
They couldn’t buy a full wardrobe. It was time to scope out the action, while said action was in 


the action of actioning. 


“Let’s get a drink,” said a sniffing Gus. 


“Not a chance,” replied Bus, sniffing. “We need our senses to be at peak acumen.” 


“Whatever, then let’s just get soft drinks. I’m thirsty after hanging out in the arid plains 
all day, and then eating that cheese and candy.” Gus belched, an emission that, despite his recent 


diet, somehow still smelled of cabbage. 
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“Well, you shouldn’t have stolen all that merch from those fine people. I told you that at 


the time. However, I admit I could do with a fizzy lime beverage.” 


“Oh whatever jackass, you stole as much as I did.” 


“Only what was necessary for sustenance.” 


“What. Suck my balls. Why is a pecan candied apple ‘necessary for sustenance.’” Gus 


sniffed sassily. 


“Because, dipshit,” Bus sniffed, “It contained necessary vitamins, protein, fiber and 


minerals. I would have thought even an incompetent like you would know that.” 


“Okay, not so loud, fuckwad. Let’s just get some nice fruit sodas and settle in. Act like 


you're having a good time.” 


“Tam,” Bus sniffed. 


“Well,” sniffed Gus, “that makes two of us. This kinda excitement is what got me into 


espionage to begin with. I honestly can’t wait to see how good these guys play.” 


“T suspect these so-called ‘guys’ will play with ruthless, chilling mechanical acumen. It 


should be a thrilling experience.” 


The duo ordered their sodas at the counter, and they made their way, sipping from curly 
straws, towards the far wall, in order to observe the stage from a position where they would be 
least likely to draw any attention themselves. Once posted, they put on studious faces and 
watched the proceedings like hawks. “That man there,” sniffed Bus, “has the distinguished belt 
of a Jazzmaster. No supersoldier would suffer the indignity of becoming a mere nightclub 


owner. Likely one of their remaining number either died of natural causes or was killed in 
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glorious battle, and the belt simply made its way through the pawnshop rounds. Nightlife types 


are easily amused by such baubles.” 


“Yeah, or he could be a Jazzmaster and you’re maybe just stupid.” 


“Eat my whole ass.” 


“Lick my balls bro.” 


The two characters watched in silence, as if they were studying a series of advanced math 
equations. The previous group, of which they’d seen very little, was finally leaving. Now their 
targets were setting up. “Observe,” sniffed Bus, “the ruthless mechanical efficiency with which 
that ‘woman’ constructs the drum kit. I suspect that we’re in for a very steady rhythm.” The 
band started to play. “Yeah,” sniffed Gus, “I gotta hand it to ya this time. That is pretty 


mechanical. Even the singer is only just a bit human. But let’s hear this guitar sound-“ 


They heard the guitar sound. 


Jazzmaster Jenks heard the guitar sound. 


And just like that, he was back forty years, sitting among the Englemann spruce. 


And everything was fresh and new, and he was in love with music, and with life, and 
Clean Living was a possibility for everybody, and he could help out the world and make good 
things happen. He just had to try hard and stick to it. And all that “cynical” bullshit put on him 
and everybody by lame assholes who tried to act like they knew better but didn’t, it was all just a 


faded memory. And he heard the sounds, and the electrifying power within them. Anything was 


629 


possible. Everything was permitted. And good friends were just good friends. They were just 


good friends, no strings attached. 


This was it. Whatever was going on with this “electric guitar” thing, Jenks knew right 


now, this was the sound. And he wanted to be a part of it. 


The Devil himself couldn’t come up with a crazier sound than this. 


Collectively, in perfect synch, the crowd leaned back. 


And Johnny wailed. Now, he was ready. He was here to tell a story to the audience. 
And it didn’t really matter what that Dace guy was saying. Something about “My woman left 
me” or some other trite stuff? Nobody was here for that. It was Johnny who was doing the 


actual storytelling. And he was singing about some intense, tough truths. 


When Johnny is talking, you listen. 


The crowd listened. They had never heard anything like that before. And right then, as 
they were receiving their first hit of what Johnny was selling, one thing was determined, 
independently, by every last mother-lovin’ one among them. They were gonna make sure they 
heard a lot more noises like this in the future. Their spines were gripped by chill waves of 
indescribable feeling. Their small hairs stood on end. Eyeballs seemed geared to leap out of 
their host sockets, jaws seemed geared to drop from their host skulls. But surprise was quickly 
superseded by a savage jubilation that gripped even the most normally self-conscious among 
them. This was no time for mild-mannered-ness. Johnny was giving them the liberating 


commandment. He declared it, from the Olympian rock and roll mountaintop which he had 
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brought into existence from pure shredding, a new law for his domain of noise. Now, in the 
Kingdom of Rock and Roll, there were to be no inhibitions. There were to be no hangups. And 


the crowd roared their appreciation for this new law. They liked it very, very much. 


No hangups. For many there, it was an unheard-of notion. It sure wasn’t something that 


Dace guy would ever have told them about. 


Johnny shredded, and Johnny wailed. Stan’s tireless arm was getting worn out trying to 
keep up with the instrument. A lesser man would have been drained utterly by the workout of a 
single three-minute ditty. But now, the group was pounding out song after song, in quick 
succession. Dace wasn’t trying to sing, and he certainly wasn’t worried about being 
comprehensible. He was screaming his lungs out, and only barely keeping up. Mella was 
sweating profusely, and Dingus was practically a strumming bass-player puddle on the floor. He 
was able to continue, not so much from the chemicals he’d insufflated, as by virtue of the sheer 
hypnotic pull of the music. Johnny reached a crescendo, nobody could recall how he’d gotten 
there, and it was like standing on the tallest mountain in the universe and looking at the 
illimitable churning sea of stars down below, and feeling that awesome wind, awesome celestial 
gusts of pure sensory fire. He ended it with a terse and victorious strum, and it was clear that it 
wasn’t over, that this was only the halfway point, but the audience erupted into jubilation 
nonetheless, a jubilant and exultant dance of sheer unbridled savagery the likes of which the 
Jenkjoint had never seen before. The likes of which the Statelands hadn’t witnessed for many a 


cold century. 


As the crowd roared deafeningly, San closed her eyes and whispered, “Thank you, 


Satan.” 
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The music came to a pause, and an unbearable pressure was released. The sound of the 
crowd was the only sound in the universe at that time. Dace looked out upon that savage crowd 
in the throes of ecstasy, and he could feel only trepidation. Because the last howling, lupine wail 
had blasted his vocal cords for at least the rest of the evening. He was unused to this, even after 
years of performing. How often did he have to “sing” this loud? Never. Rock and roll was a 
loud style that required loud vocals, sure. But this was ridiculous. Nobody could keep up with 
this. Mella could drum forever, Dingus could keep strumming without any difference if he died 
onstage, and this new guy, Vampiro Stan? He had the strength of twenty men or something. 
Pick at a guitar for a long time? Don’t joke around, he could probably bench-press this saloon. 
All of them had endurance, and Dace wanted to meet their endurance-level. But none of them 
had the challenge of an instrument as delicate as human vocal cords. A drum breaks, a guitar 
breaks — get anew one. Not so easy for a voice. This was why the vocalist was typically the 
leader, why the vocalist was so well-paid. He was risking everything out here, honey! Now he 


was done. Kaput. Finito. His cords were fried to Hell. 


He looked back at the band in desperation. He got nothing in response. San saw that 
something was up. She jogged up onto the stage, striding toward the worried-looking Repellion. 
He was trying to say something. San leaned closer in, closer, until he was able to whisper into 
her ear, in an asthmatic rasp — “I need you to sing the rest of the show for me. You can do it!” 
Now, looking up onto the stage, Jenks could see the identity of the woman who he’d been 


sharing a table with. 


“Son of a bitch,” he exclaimed, in quiet incredulous wonder. “It’s San Wortle.” 
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“Dace,” San said back, in slow, clear language, so-as to be heard through the static roar 
of the crowd. “I'd love to, but I don’t know what to do. How should I go about it?” She leaned 


back in to get his answer. 


“Just yell,” Dace rasped. “Scream like your life depended on it. That’s the only way to 


go about it. Make up the words as you go, that’s no big deal.” 


“Well that sounds fine, but how can I know if the crowd’s on my side? I don’t want to 


ruin things.” She leaned back in. 


“Don’t overthink this. Ascertain if they’re ready, and them get them whipped up. Just 


view it as a dialogue.” 


Patting the exhausted Dace on his shoulder, San nodded. “Go rest.” He trudged off the 
stage, and San faced a strange and excitable group of people, the likes of which she’d never had 
to deal with. They’d calmed down a bit, but there was still a strong excited murmuring going 
around. They would soon grow impatient for the sound they didn’t know existed forty-five 
minutes ago, and now couldn’t live without. She bit her lower lip and tried to remember all the 


advice Dace had just given her, conjuring it in her mind like an incantation against stage fright. 


Facing the mob full-on, she yelled at the top of her lungs, in a sharp, grating, high-pitched 


crone-wail — “BOKES. ARE YOU READY?” 


The crowd roared. 


San was still gripped by traces of uncertainty. This could be a roar of disapproval, for all 


she understood of these types. She screeched, “I SAID, ARE YOU READY!” 
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The crowd roared louder yet. If it was disapproval, at least they weren’t throwing things 


at her. 


“WELLLL THEN. LET’S GET READY TO ROOOOOOOOCK....” 


The crowd cut her off mid-word with an uproar of bombastic noise. Oh well, thought 
San, they know the full name of their own type of music. Now she felt the need to let out a 
practice note, to determine what she even sounded like. But she couldn’t think of anything to 
sing. What an undignified sight this must be, she reflected. An old lady, standing up here trying 
to perform in front of a bunch of wild young people. And on top of that, a Wiccan scholar, a 
distinguished member of the community! I must look like a clueless old fogey. They'll get a 
good laugh out of this for years to come. But she was in too deep. Her eyes bulging from her 


head, a crazy look letting on her nervousness, she desperately belted a single, incoherent scream. 


It was like a chorus of arsenic, chromium and lead, all joining together and screeching 
their sharp and toxic wrath. It was like the yell of a banshee on steroids as he passed a kidney 
stone. That yell awakened the instincts of animal fear, the deepest midnight anxieties, of 
everyone present. It was sheer moon-madness. It was the cheetah-growl of loneliness prepared 
to take revenge on the villainy of a stingy night. San yelled, and it set the hair really and truly on 
end. It was like having ultraconcentrated black coffee injected directly into the veins of your 
nasal cavity. That yell woke everyone up as much as it was possible to be awake. It was 
bracing. It was acerbic. It was Wiccan. And as the yell crested its high point and was coming 
back down, like a black wave of vocal anarchy, a deep, growling tone from Johnny came in to 


accompany it, with deep, animal sympathy. 


The crowd was going bananas. Arms flailed in the air. 
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In deeper yet, San thought. Now I seem to be triggering epileptic fits in people. We’ll 
probably get sued over this. She realized that if she was going to properly do this with no prior 
experience, she would need all her musclewitch powers. She still had on her costume. She 
wanted to keep it. But clothing is always a compromise to the naturalistic abilities of the 
musclewitch. San really needed to be nude to work at her full channeling potential, but she 
didn’t think she could graciously undress in front of this wildly impatient audience without 
putting a serious wedge in the momentum. Awww, heck, she thought. She had no time, had no 
choice. She flung her hat into the crowd and, in one fluid motion, impatiently ripped ‘Roys’ 
raggedy clothing directly off of her body, throwing the pitiful tatters carelessly to either side. 


Now she stood fully nude, in all her exquisitely toned, leanly muscular glory. 


The crowd went apeshit. It was a total insane asylum. 


Mella began a galloping, steady drum rhythm, and Dingus followed dutifully behind. 
Stan and Johnny began strumming portentously, now working together to make deep, impactful 
electric guitar sounds. Still feeling some trepidation, San mustered her powerful Wiccan body 
control and prepared for some sustained high-pitch yelling. She began to invent some lyrics, 
trying to stick with what she knew from ordinary experience, but also thinking of what might 
interest young people. How could she reconcile her Wiccan professional ambitions with the 
desires of suburban youth? She couldn’t, she realized — she would just have to do like Dace said 


and make up some bullshit. 


Children of the night, drawing down the Moon 


Flying on the wind, riding on the darkness 
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Mustering some spells, potent deadly magic 


Yeah all I wanna do is hang out with you 


Existing among stars, freedom of the Spheres 


We got a thousand worlds baby, you got your daddys’ coach 


WE 


Are gonna have fun on the town tonight 


We’re gonna have fun on the town tonight 


Ferocious like a cat, oily like a toad 


We gotta stick with friends, this friendship never ends 


Moon magic is my favorite, don’t ya know it’s true 


All I wanna do is have hot youthful sex with you 


Cosmic in my eyes, entropic in their hearts 


Grownups just don’t know ‘cause they’re movin’ way too slow 


WE 


Are gonna have fun on the town tonight 


We’re gonna have fun on the town tonight 


Baby we’ll have fun on the to0000000000000000000wn— 
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Panting and gasping, her mighty chest heaving, San found that she couldn’t even finish 
the last word of her unintentionally absurdist song. Johnny held the note in a plaintive, 
transcendent victory of profound sentimentality, letting it fade with impeccable elegance. There 


was an ominous silence. San waited for people to start demanding their money back. 


Instead, the adulation that she received dwarfed that seen in the best high-festival 


celebrations of the demigods at the height of their power. 


And then, Stan spotted them. 


He had been scanning. But the pandemonium had been such that it was slow, careful 
work. With the distracting exhaustion of this hyper-energized rock and roll set - courtesy, of 
course, of the organic innate genius of Johnny - he had found it hard to focus. But he’d stuck 
with it, scanning the crowd systematically from side to side, and he was now rewarded. There 
they were, sipping lime sodas - it appeared, to his hyper-perception, through curly straws. There 
was no question they were the same fink clowns, and that they were studying the group with 


more than musical enthusiasm. On the spot, he hatched a desperate plan. 


“Come on,” he said, his head swiveling between San and the rest of the band. “Let’s 


keep up that momentum.” 


“Right,” San said. Mella nodded and began another of her elemental rhythms. Dingus 
slumped and plucked, plucked and slumped. Stan was surprised the goofball had enough bone 
structure to even pluck a string, so worn-out and flat did he look. He was going from gelatinous 
to purely liquid, and was frighteningly pale. Mella was sweating a body of water all her own, 


but she seemed to not be at immediate risk of dehydration. San belted out some more of her 
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lunatic verses. During a pause, Stan moved up to her. “Here,” he said into her ear. “Give your 
pipes a break and try Johnny. I’m gonna experiment with something.” Shrugging, San gladly 
took the electric guitar, and the pair began happily working off one anothers’ wild and creative 


ideas. She’s a natural, Stan thought. 


Then, he dived headfirst towards the crowd, without so much as looking where he was 


headed. 


He didn’t know how he knew it would work. A large space in the center of the saloon 
was open dance floor, but he had noticed that even more space had been made as tables had been 
pushed farther and farther to the side, and the standing-room crowd had swarmed up towards the 
stage like would-be refugees swarming a departing vessel. He had also noticed dancers on the 
floor, almost always solo due to the obvious danger of two people engaging in such dance moves 
in close proximity, who had swung and lashed around the packed area like rabid epileptics. And 
he had felt a certain control, a certain unconscious bending of this crowd to the will of Destitute, 
who were now really and truly their idols (remarkably wrongheaded as this was.) Somehow, he 
knew that when he dived into that crowd, they would prop him up, and he could “surf” them like 
the Pacific Coasters who used dynamically shaped wooden planks to surf along the incoming 


waves from the Great Pacific Ocean. 


Now, he surfed. And subtly, through careful manipulations of body weight distribution, 
he brought himself closer and closer to the pair of finks. It was clear that the crowd loved this 
“crowd surfing” idea. They were completely into it. Stan moved along the lumpy waves of 
upturned arms, and he crept towards the wall against which the spies leaned, like the wallflower 
finks they were. And one of them, the taller, more serious-looking one, noticed that it was more 


than just a coincidence. In the heat of the moment, the fellow decided he couldn’t afford to wait. 
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From out of his utility belt, Bus pulled a sleek pistol, and he took aim at Stans’ head. 


“HEY,” Gus sniffled loudly, trying to make himself heard, “BE CAREFUL WITH 


THAT-“ 


Bus didn’t hear him. His entire universe was dominated by the big, dangerous Mexican 
Jew moving slowly towards him like a shark swimming the sea of sweaty arms, closing in with 
the grim inevitability of Doom. Stan now had his eyes directly on Bus, and it destroyed the 
spies’ coolheaded professionalism, brought out a pure animal fear and panic that synced 
chillingly with the loud banshee shrieking of the tough rebel woman on stage, that ornery and 
indecent musclewitch (he filed this thought for later elaboration,) the uncannily anarchic twangs 
of the strange new instrument, the savage tribal roar of the unruly mob, the tribal beating of the 
drums, the unlawful narcotized thupps of the bass guitar, the smell of sweat and chaos, of 
liquored-up losers on what was supposed to just be another miserable flabby night in their lives, 
now experiencing something they didn’t deserve and would never again be without, something 
that was awakening their sleeping beast-hearts and making them dissatisfied with the systems 
they lived under, dissatisfaction, chaos, unwieldy savagery and tribal fury, and it was making 
Bus feel trapped, trapped, trapped, trapped, and still that horrible Mexican Jewish ruffian was 
looking at him, gazing into him, dissecting — it was Bus who was supposed to do the dissecting, 
not some crazed minority! — dissecting him with piercing eyes, taking him apart and then looking 
through the pieces, and still he came, the unruly Mexican Jew who was too wild and unkempt 
and uninterested in all conventional ideas for Bus’ liking, who wouldn’t listen and wouldn’t stop 
coming and had the feel of a vicious wild animal, of a jaguar, a hyena, a wolf with that 
paralyzing stare, above all else, who had the feel of a giant, hulking, untowardly-strong, Mexican 


Jewish shark. Bus kept repeating “Mexican Jew” in his mind, like an incantation, as if, by 
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throwing a category at the approaching ruffian, he could somehow diminish the horrifyingly 
overbearing originality that this powerful individual was bringing down upon him, making him 


feel small, little. Conformist. Insignificant. 


How dare he. 


How dare he make Bus feel like this. How dare he create belittling doubt in a 
distinguished and very cool espionage pro like Bus. That little ruffian, that ragamuffin runt with 
too many muscles, how dare he! He knew exactly what he was doing, looking at Bus like that. 
Little did he know he was looking at a true cool guy. Yeah. Bus was cool. Doing espionage 
was some raaad spy stuff, dude. Look at this cowboy hat. Bus was rebellious! A loner, too, if 
not for his pesky partner. And he was doing it for a good cause. Because Bus didn’t know what 
the organization planned to do with whatever intel they were given, but he knew one thing very 
clearly. The organization stood for prosperity. Prosperity was the key. Prosperity was the way 
forward. A chicken in every oven. Mmm-mmm. Bus could taste that chicken now. What did 
an over-muscled Mexican Jewish runt like this know about prosperity, about how to go about 
increasing it? What right did he have to criticize, to belittle, to make anyone else feel small? 


What Gives You The Right?? 


Boy, you don’t know nothing about me. Not nothing. 


Stay away from my daughter. Pretend I have a daughter. Okay. Now stay away from 


her. Take me instead! 


All of this flashed through Bus’ mind in the space of three seconds. 


And he pulled the trigger. 
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Stan saw the gun. He saw the horrifying hole of the muzzle. And he knew that this would be 
difficult. This would be the greatest combat challenge he’d yet faced. The ancestors and the 
forces of luck would have to work for him in perfect sync, if he was to make it out the other side. 


But there was a chance. There was always a chance. 


He smelled the rank fear of the pathetic little lackey in the stupid hat, who now pointed 
the pistol at him. From the subtle twitches and ticks of the wretch, Stan knew exactly how long 
it would be until the idiots’ control gave out completely and he fired, giving in to animal fear. 
Not long. Perhaps three seconds, and the clock was ticking. Stan wished he had the alchemical 
ability to really slow down time for himself. At times like this, he saw the practicality in such 


research. But he wouldn’t need it. His intense mental concentration was almost as good. 


He began, slowly and carefully, to bunch himself up like a spring. He prepared to lean 
his head back and make his forehead as smooth and inclined of a surface area as possible. And 
he mustered his dermal currents. With almost wizardly subtlety, he used motions from himself 
and the crowd, channeling the air along the dermal-aural perimeter of his body into gathering and 
accruing in the region of his forehead. At the same time, he kept careful, precise track of exactly 
where the muzzle was pointed, with hunterly attention to detail, making note of any slightest 
imperfections in the metal that might affect trajectory. It was a smooth, well-made piece, 
probably rarely used, or else strenuously cleaned and maintained. Now the lackey was getting 
close. Stan saw the telltale signs of the weak ego and poor character beginning to crack. Taking 
a deep breath, he let the air of his lungs join the actively swirling currents, invisible to all but the 
most professional, that now surrounded his skull and made a small but powerful hurricane of 


airflow along the surface of his forehead-flesh. 
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The muzzle flashed brightly. 


Stan pulled back further, leaned his head as much as possible, like a mad turtle, aiming 
all the while so that he kept his forehead in line. It was all down to a single, vital instant. And 
the pain was not insubstantial. A bright flash of red erupted, clouding his vision totally for an 
instant. The bullet had just managed to pierce the thick skull. But, thanks to his training with 
‘Roys’ wooden boards, it hadn’t made it far through the hardened bone. Even so, nobody is shot 
in the head without some bad feelings. A trickle of blood was running down Stans’ nose, into his 
mouth, from where the bullet rested like a steaming metal egg in the birds-nest of Stans’ third- 
eye region. The dermal currents had spun it violently on its axis as soon as it entered their range. 
So powerful had been their whipping, that the momentum of the projectile had been reduced 


dramatically, even in that bare, tiniest instant when it was necessary. 


He'd done it. It was damnably close. But the dermal air current method, combined with 
the forehead strength training, his perfectly honed hunter instincts, the presence of heavy air 
disruptions, and the predictability of the shooter, had all combined. The demigods were 
laughing. Stan, a middling esotericist at best, had managed to largely neutralize a direct bullet to 


the forehead, from a perfectly serviceable pistol. 


The crowd hadn’t processed what had happened yet. Eyes were gazing, glazed. The 
sharp ring of the gunfire had rung out above even the roar of the music and the crowd. Now, the 
noises were dying down. Stan coiled the spring of his body even further inward. The shooter 
was staring with glazed eyes of horror and denial. Shocked. Now was the moment. This was 
the GO time. Stan prepared himself, made sure that his dermal currents weren’t letting up. 


There was one more task for them. 
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Uncoiling in an instant, Vampiro Stan rocketed from the arms of his loyal fanatics, and 
flew through the air, headfirst, in an arc, like some sea animal hopping along the surface of Hand 
Ocean. Arms at his side, making himself a single aerodynamic human projectile, he seemed for 
a moment to flexibly swim the distance between himself and his shooter. Air currents gathered 
with his careful breathing, gearing to push outward from the forehead. Bus shrunk back, but he 
couldn’t look away. He was paralyzed. He couldn’t even flinch. It was happening too fast. 


Who did this. WHO DID THIS? 


With a resounding THUDD, Stans’ forehead met Bus’, perfectly head-on. And the bullet 


was transferred perfectly. 


Stan flopped to the ground, and got up instantly, as graceful as his flop down had been 
graceless. He stood looking at Bus, who was now really-and-truly confused. The circular 
wound at the center of Stans’ forehead was dripping two more small streams of blood, but it 
hadn’t been much worsened by the impact. That was fully thanks to the dermal air currents. 

Bus, on the other hand, looked terrible. There was no bleeding, but this was only because of how 
firm and secure the bullet was, lodged directly in the upper center of his forehead, making a 
metal island in the indigo spandex and almost certainly penetrating, just ever-so-slightly, through 
his skull. This was not good news for him. Taking that bullet out now, without proper 
procedures, would be bad indeed. His cowboy hat was now leaned far back on his cranium, at 
risk of flopping off. A wide circle had formed around the two men. Now, everything was 
completely silent. Nobody so much as drew breath. All eyes were trained to seeing what would 


happen next. 
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“Looks like you got a nasty wound there, pardner,” said Stan cooly. “I’d say you need 
my help getting that booger out your noggin. Or when you try to take it out, your brain might 


come with it. Trust me. By-the-by, who sent you here?” 


Bus looked around desperately. Standing well off to the side, the useless Gus merely 
shrugged at him. He looked into the crowd. Total silence. No help there. No honorable citizens 
who could mobilize to his aid. What else did he expect? He knew the ruffian was right, and that 
it would be risky to exit here with this bullet still in his forehead. But he was beginning to feel 
that he had nothing to lose. Desperation was giving him a courage he couldn’t otherwise 
possess. He looked wild-eyed back to the Mexican Jewish thug, decided to give him something 


to chew on. 


“Finnigan sent me,” Bus said. “He sends his regards.” 


The tall fellow with the Jazzmaster belt buckle stepped out from the front of the crowd, 


facing Bus with an intense gaze. “What did you say?” 


Bus faced him. “Finnigan sends his regards,” he repeated, smiling maniacally. 


Gus was explaining to some folks in the audience, “I know we’re wearing the same thing, 
but I really just met the guy. It’s a popular fashion trend these days... East Coaster sort of 


thing.” 


“You’re from the East Coast?” a random fellow asked. 


“Oh, no, I just really love all different types of fashion,” Gus laughed. “I try to try out a 


new regional fad every week.” 
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Bus looked madly around him. Escape. He needed air. Now both the Mexican Jew and 
the scarecrow-tall Jazzmaster-belt fellow were both bearing down on him, asking questions. No 
more questions. He had said too much! He had thought he was merely confusing them, but they 
seemed to know something already. He pressed two buttons in his belt. The treads came out of 
his shoes, this time, with small barbs on their surface. At the same time, small barbed treads 
came out of the palms of his gloves. His back was against the wall. Turning, he clung to it with 
his hands. And he began to zoom on his hands and feet, like a rocket-powered indigo water 


strider, straight up the walls’ surface! 


The crowd gasped. Bus was rolling along, leaving little barb indentations in the 
mahogany, seeming to defy gravity. He reached the ceiling, and without slowing down, rolled 
upside-down along the underside of one of the giant mahogany rafters. Looking on from the 
stage, San decided she had had enough. Nobody got to shoot a bandmate of hers in the head, and 
then just roll on outta there like it was an ordinary night at the bar! Nobody was getting away 
tonight. It was levitation time. She gently set Johnny down, telling him, “Wait for me 
backstage, there’s a good boy.” The guitar scampered off, causing much head-scratching among 
the few who saw him go. Her Wiccan energy already whipped up by the proceeding 
performance, which had turned out to be especially good for promoting a musclewitch-type aura, 
she now had little trouble levitating up-and-up, even to the heights of the Jenkjoint ceiling - 
admittedly higher than she was used to at her age (though she chided herself for such self- 
limiting thinking.) But with this asshole having just done what he’d done, she was finding 


unusual reserves of energy for the purpose of apprehending him. 


“HEY DIPSHIT! STOP!” She called out, as she flew ever closer. Bus’ cowboy hat, 


somehow miraculously clinging to his head through the whole ascent, now fell like a tacky leaf 
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as he looked towards the fast-approaching musclewitch, then down to the dancehall ground far 
below. As he rolled, he gasped, and a feeling of pressure began building up in his head. This 
was too much. This was not good for his blood pressure. He had not planned for the levitation 
ability of this musclewitch. Too much! He rolled on, the little jet bursts from his shoes and 
gloves not abating, approaching the center of the rafters. The musclewitch would intercept him. 
He couldn’t outroll her! No. NO! He retracted his glove treads and put his arms up as the 
heinous, ornery woman — ooooohhhhhh mammy, what a woman, what wahata wahhh wahh 
wahh... Bus had now stopped and was hanging upside down by the barbs of his foot treads, 
bobbing to-and-fro in nauseating vertigo. He waved his arms in front of him in manic 
defensiveness, and feeling the pressure overwhelm him, he put his hands up to his face in agony, 
moments before San would be upon him. He couldn’t control it. He had to claw at his face, to 


try to relieve this wild headache! 


It was brief and horrible, a truly gruesome sight. San flew backwards from the scene, her 
face scrunched in repulsion. In his need to relieve the pressure, Bus had thoughtlessly dislodged 
the bullet. Now, from out of the small hole, the entire organ of his brain flopped bloodily. Gus 
didn’t immediately believe what he was seeing. This just couldn’t be - wasn’t the brain 
connected to some nerve cords and stuff? Well, Bus’ wasn’t, at least not anymore. The ghastly 
pink payload flipped through the air through the all-too-long distance between it and the ground, 
releasing flecks of gross pink brain-blood as it fell. At last, it landed smack on the dancefloor 
with an unbearable liquidous sound, immediately widening into an oversized puddle of 
gelatinous pink floor-pate. Some members of the audience wretched. The lifeless body of the 
ill-fated Bus still hung from the rafter, eyes rolled up (or down, depending on how you looked at 


it,) the hole in its head still horribly dribbling blood. The single silver lining was that the indigo 
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body suit, now thoroughly soiled as a matter of course, was so skin-tight and compact, that when 
the corpse vacated itself, the large load of cabbage-smelling piss and shit it contained was 
entirely locked in, preventing another horrible mess from dribbling down to vex the patrons 


below. 


The crowd went wild. 


There is something really wrong with these people, thought San. 


It would have been criminal, she decided, to leave the cadaver all the way up here for 
Jenkjoint staff to deal with, when she was already here right now. They had so much gross 
cleanup to do as it was. Holding her breathe, she grabbed it by its upside-down shins, well above 
the range of the post-mortem payload. Poor guy. She unfortunately couldn’t pretend he hadn’t 
deserved it, but this was a nasty, if quick, way for anyone to have to go. Detaching the foot 
treads with a twin plock, she held the body as far from her as possible, and glided down in the 


direction of Jenks. “What should I do with this, sir?” she called down to him, winking. 


“Just set that anywhere, madame, with my thanks. I have something currently that 


requires urgent attention. If you’ll excuse me.” He winked back. 


Nodding, San floated towards the stage. Members of the audience were reaching up, 
trying to touch the newly deceased fink. San shuddered, reflexively recoiling from the direction 
of their ghoulish grasping. “I'll take care of it,” Mella called out, now out from her drum kit and 
standing at the edge of the stage near the steps. “Thanks, dearie,” San said warmly as she 
handed the corpse-shins off, landing on the top stage step with a sense of relief. “I bet we'll all 
be happy for a rest after this fucked-up marathon of a night.” Nodding and smiling, Mella 


gripped the tall cadaver firmly, holding it up as high as she reasonably could, and began lugging 
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it backstage. The head occasionally bumped against the mahogany floorboards, an unfortunate 
dribble of red following its progress. To the side, a pale but placid Dingus lay on his back 


drooling, bass guitar seemingly melded to his inert grip, eyes open and staring, dead to the world. 


San went to see what was going on with Stan and Jenks. The crowd parted for her in 
hyperactive reverence. The set now over, the atmosphere was one of intense enthusiasm and 
adulation. Everyone was chattering excitedly, piecing together what they’d seen, the best parts 
of it, forming how they would tell their stories, surely, for years to come. This audience 
positivity was a great thing for the reputation of Destitute, but she couldn’t help wondering what 
she’d gotten herself (and everyone else, it seemed) into. Jenks and Stan were mingling with the 
crowd. Some very overly enthusiastic females were attempting to paw at Stan, receiving a 
predictably cold shoulder for their efforts. A napkin had been taped to his forehead. It was 
richly deep-red around the area of the wound, but the bleeding seemed to be slowing at a normal 


pace. Jenks was leaning into a conversation among a few of his patrons. 


“...So I do think,” Gus was sniffing to his inquisitive fellow music fans, “that it would be 
great to grow a succulent on your head, in a fashion sense, and be able to experiment with that. 
Yeah. But I understand, I really sympathize that it’s a sacred thing for Succulentites, they don’t 
want their traditions commodified. You know? Like, I respect that. I’ve been tempted! But 
you have to respect that kinda tradition and that spirituality. I get that.” His audience was 


nodding their interested approval. 


“Good evening, there, sir,” said Jenks as he approached fluidly, seeming to surround the 
much smaller form of Gus from all angles, on the border of getting too close to him. Stan wasn’t 


far behind. 
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“Aahhhh, yeah, what a great performance. You Jenk?” 


“Jenks.” 


“Real pleasure. Yep. Great being here, great meeting everybody. Seeya soon?” He 
waved flaccidly at his new friend, eyes watering, a bland courtesy-smile tacked waveringly on 


his pale mug. “I gotta get home to my daughter-“ 


“SIR, if you could just step backstage with me for a few moments, I would like to ask 
you a few questions about your friend. Property damage, insurance stuff, you know. It won’t 


take but a moment.” 


“Y eaaahhbhh, I really didn’t know that guy at all. I mean it’s not like I-” 


“YOU didn’t do anything, we just need to ask some questions. Expensive mahogany. 
Not in any trouble. Mere formality. Won’t take but a moment of your time.” Jenks’ long- 
limbed form was now truly cutting off all exits, towering over Gus like the Stormcloud of the 


Century. 


“T really gotta-“ 


Jenks clapped two encompassing hands on Gus’ two quivering shoulders. “Rules of the 


joint. Let’s go.” 


Stan came right up alongside. “I’m interested in the rules of the joint, so I know how to 


not break them,” he said, in what sounded at-face-value like a wild betrayal of character. 


“Fine. Let’s go discuss the rules. Backstage.” Jenks dragged the feebly protesting 
indigo fink along, moving authoritatively through the crowd, which was now yelling crude and 


inhumane suggestions for what to do with the little man. San joined the procession. From out of 
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the corner of her eye, she spotted Twentytwogun, finally come down from his seemingly endless 
nap. He wore a groggy expression as he approached the group, his stern demeanor clashing 
completely with the intoxicated elation of the music lovers which he was now curtly shoving his 


way through. 


He looked wild-eyed at San, looked around at all the carnage, looked back at San. “What 


have you done here, witch?” 


“Ask me again later,” said San. 


Seated in a stiff wooden chair in the dimly lit backstage area, Gus fantasized about all the places 
he’d rather be, all the things he’d rather be doing. Espionage, bah. What had possessed him to 
become a spy? “An exciting, dynamic profession,” they’d said. “Lots of opportunities,” they’d 
said. Apparently they had meant “opportunities to be tortured by lunatics in a back room of 


Satan’s night club.” 


Jenks towered over him, at the center of a semicircle facing in on the spy, comprised of 
Stan, San, Slick, Mercuroy, and Dace. All the faces in the semicircle were different. None were 
remotely sympathetic. Mella skipped in on the proceedings, the utility belt of the late, not-so- 
great Bus clutched in her powerful mitts. “Hey, I know it’s kinda ghoulish,” she said to the 


group, “but I thought keeping this might be a good idea.” 


“Good thinking, my fine lady,” said Jenks. “Can I see that for a moment?” 


“Sure thing, baws,” she said, handing it over and taking a place within the stern 


semicircle, arms folded, brow raised in curiosity. 
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Jenks hefted the belt. “I gotta say, friend,” he said, looking down at the knobs and 
switches, the cornucopia of compartments and handy tools, “this is one Hell of a fashion 


accessory. I see you’ve got one two. Does every East Coaster wear one of these things?” 


Gulping and sniffling, Gus nodded, “‘a lot of folks, that can afford ‘em.” 


“And are people running around leaving tread marks on expensive mahogany all up-and- 


down the East Coast?” 


“Well obviously, your more polite types refrain from just abusing the clinging treads 


function. Fuel for those little guys is expensive, ya know.” 


“T’Il bet,” said Jenks, nodding in a sardonic parody of grave sympathy. “I'll just bet.” 


“Well, now that we-“ 


“Sit back down, God damn it.” 


Groaning, Gus sat back down. 


“T heard your friend mention something about a guy called ‘Finnigan.’” 


“Oh, I wouldn’t call that guy a friend.” 


“Know anything about a guy called ‘Finnigan’?” 


“T know something,” Dace volunteered in a ragged croak. 


San put a hand on his shoulder. “Shut the fuck up for a second, Dace dearie,” she said 


sympathetically. 


“Oh, okay,” Dace croaked, frowning with his mouth only. “Sorry.” 
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“Know anything about a guy called ‘Finnigan’?” Jenks repeated. 


“Nope.” 


“Know anything about a guy called ‘Finnigan?’” 


“What’s it to ya?” 


“Know anything about a guy called ‘Finnigan’?” 


“Look, they put people in these situations. You’ve gotta understand, and by the time you 
know what they’re asking of you, you’re in over your head already. I haven’t picked up much. 
Finnigan. He’s a high-level commander. But, of course, with them bearing this exact type of 
situation in mind, they’re not gonna share a whole bunch with the rank-and-file. Are you an 


actual Jazzmaster?” 


“Keep talking, friend.” 


“Well I only ask because I hear whispers that Finnigan has some relation to the 
Jazzmaster group. Inside knowledge, is the scoop. You obviously can’t keep something that big 
completely under wraps, no matter how good you are. I might ask any Jazzmasters- or any other 
Jazzmasters- if-and-what they know about it. Apparently, he, Finnigan I mean, the guy we call 
Finnigan, goes way back. Way back with the organization, back not just to when it was just the 
CentralGov branch with no subsidiaries, but even to when its reach was limited to just up in the 
north. Before the Gaspordu presidency. Before almost any of the things we’ve come to 
associate with CentralGov. Some lucky dog who got in on the ground floor, close to day one, it 


sounds like.” 


“Describe for me your chain of command.” 
y 
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“Hmmm. There’s honestly a lot of confusion and ambiguity in my section of the 
organization right now. Espionage doesn’t always get along with the other parts. I guess that’s a 
normal espionage thing. Our type has a way of pissing folks off, it’s almost a part of the spy 
identity. Far as I know, I’m getting my most direct orders from espionage HQ in the GAC. 

They may or may not be directly answerable to the GAC Organization, but word on the street is 
that CentralGov is still the real puppet master. If I had to guess, that’s where Finnigan would be. 


Other than that, I really don’t have any important names that aren’t already publicly available.” 


Jenks turned to the rest of the semicircle. “Who knows anything about the GAC 


Organization?” 


“T don’t know every single detail,” said San, “but I could write a pretty long book on 
them. I found Jayhawk, and I know where he is. And I’ve continued to keep contact and work 


with Marcello, Ciabatta and Daisy.” 


“So that’s it,” said Stan. “Your organization is the remains of the Jazzmasters. I should 


have guessed it.” 


“Yeah!” croaked Dace. “Of course, San is the marimba player! I feel stupid for not 


figuring that out quicker.” 


Picking her nose vigorously, Mella looked about her in utter confusion. “Mmm-what are 


you guys talking about?” 
“How many more goyim,” muttered ‘Roy, “will pile onto this sacred quest?” 


“Alright,” said Jenks, “now everybody let’s calm down. Let the guy speak. Now, what 


did the GAC espionage HQ want you to do?” 
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“Basic spy stuff. Follow the band called Destitute, track their movements, y’know. Spy 
on them. And report back once every twenty-four-hour period, or whenever we gained any 
major intel. No explanation as to why a rock and roll band was a threat, and we were making 
guesses. We figured it probably had to do with Sal Mirtels’ disappearance. Timing and all. 
Then we caught sight of you-“ Gus looked over at San- “and noticed a slight resemblance. But it 
was when we saw the very thin disguise of Vampiro Stan that we understood. Listen, Jenks, sir. 


These guys are robots. My deceased partner figured it all out.” 


“Wonderful. How do you make contact with HQ? Is it on the utility belt?” 


“Yes. By way of a small radio.” Gus sniffed. “Metal humanoids, I tell ya!” 


Jenks knelt down by Gus, proffering the utility belt. “Show me where it is.” 


Jenks fiddled around with a compartment, which came out on a curly cord to reveal itself 
as a little transceiver. From elsewhere on the belt, he pulled out a small antenna. “Fantastic,” 


said Jenks. “San, you detecting any two-way sneak transmission of our little chat?” 


“Nothing on the ether that I can tell, right of the bat. If there is, it’s well hidden.” 


“Good. Now,” Jenks turned back to Gus, “would this be a normal, unsuspicious time for 


you to make a report?” 


“Don’t see why not.” 


“Wonderful. Use your belt to put in a call to HQ telling them no major news. And 
remember, if you try using any ‘casual-sounding’ SOS codewords, everyone here is gonna be 


able to tell.” 


‘“’Cept maybe me,” said Mella, still picking her nose. 
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“Good point, dearie,” said San, “but I don’t think that’s crucial right now.” 


Breathing deeply, Gus began fiddling with his own transceiver. He was mildly 
apprehensive about betraying his colleagues. On the other hand, he’d seen what happened to old 
Bus. That guy was an asshole, sure, but Gus wouldn’t have ever said, “I hope his brains pop 
right out of a hole in his head when he’s flailing upside down from some rafters somewhere!” 
Come to think of it, that’d be an odd thing to say even if he hated the guys’ guts. Way, way too 
much was happening this evening. His poor spy brain was getting totally overwhelmed. He 


resolved to just focus on the next task of betraying his employers, working a step at a time from 


there. 


“Ahh, hello, base?” He spoke into the transceiver, holding down a button as he did so. 
“This is Gus. Bus is napping, and after drawing straws, we’ve determined that I’ll be the one 


reporting for the time being. Over.” He released the button. 


“Pffffittfffftt heva Gus, Dale here. How’s it goin’ these days. Go ahead and give your 


report, over pppfffzzfft.” 


“Hey friend Dale, doin’ fine. How’s the Missus and the kids. Nothing major to report, 
but there is one item I want to get out of the way here. Some wannabe espionage boy in an 
indigo spandex bodysuit and treadskates got himself offed at the big show tonight. I couldn’t 
recognize him, probably got the stuff from some black-market deal or something like that. 


Didn’t want you guys to worry, over.” 


“Pffffittfffftt that’s sweet of ya, no worries. See guys like that all over nowadays. Wife 


and kids is doin’ good as they can be, no complaints. Anything else? Over pppfffzzfft.” 
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“Nope, not as such. Bus still thinks they’re robots, I’m more skeptical.” Gus winked at 
an unresponsive Jenks. “The concert was a big success, sniff. We expect them to head out in the 
early AM. We’ll be right behind. Nothing unique about the show, other than maybe the new 


instrument being very popular. That’s about it, sorry for such a dull report, over.” 


“Pfffftttfffftt no news is good news, friend Gus, glad things are going smoothly. Just 
keep us apprised of their location, and any background info you can find on them would be a big 


bonus. You get a good nights’ sleep, and tell Bus the same, over and out pppfffzzfft.” 


“Sure thing, Dale honey, same to you guys at base. Over and out.” Gus put the receiver 
back in its slot with a deep sigh. He didn’t like any of those guys at base, never had, and he 
doubted they felt differently about him. Still, it would never feel good to mess with an 
organization as powerful as the GAC Organization, let alone CentralGov. He sniffed in 
trepidation. It wasn’t a matter of if they found him out, but when. And at that time, his ass 


would assuredly be toast. His time was now officially borrowed. 


“Good work,” said Jenks. He turned to San. “Mrs. Wortle, would you be willing to 
allow me to accompany you and your friends? I might have some important business, and I 


suspect that itll be found on whichever route you happen to be going.” 


“Certainly not,” said Mercuroy. 


“Good Jenks,” said Stan, “we would be truly delighted to have you join us. What little 
I’ve been able to read about you, and your distinguished military career, has left me impressed, 
and I look forward to seeing how you measure up to that reputation.” “Roy buried his head in his 
hands. “But,” Stan continued, “please excuse my college here. It’s only logical that you would 


assume San Wortle to be this party’s leader, being the senior of everyone in ability, power, 
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scholarship, experience — just about all but age, at which my distinguished college beats all of us 
put together multiple times over. However, there’s one thing the redoubtable Wortle can’t ever 
have. Distinguished though your heritage may be, San, I think I’m correct in saying it contains 


no traces of Mexican Jewish blood.” San nodded respectfully. 


Stan continued, “And it happens that we’re on a quest of pivotal importance to Mexican 
Jewish heritage. These shitstain filth-wads-“ he indicated Gus- “want to steal the content of the 
Library of the Ancients, to lock it away from the eyes of its true owners, the public. For this 
reason, under the circumstances, our heritage gives us priority. But though my colleague 
Twentytwogun Mercuroy is the most senior, in all probability, of anyone of the line living today, 
it was I who recently received the genetic vision of the true location. Therefore, even old ‘Roy 
must admit that I have the final say, according to the time-honored customs.” In response to this, 


‘Roy buried his face in his hands even further, and with renewed vigor. 


“I’m pretty sure,” croaked Dace, “that, as the leader of the band, I don’t know what the 


fuck is going on here anymore.” His comment went unregarded. 


Jenks turned to ‘Roy with a look of genuine compassion. “Friend ‘Roy, if I may call you 
that. Accept my apologies for my ignorance of the situation. I would be supremely honored to 
help in any way I could. Can you tolerate the presence of another goy on this sacred 


expedition?” 


‘Roy raised his slightly reddened face, and it wore a look of sour resignation. “Friend 
Jenks, accept my apology in turn, and we may trade apologies, one for the other. Though not 
one of the tribe, you are no ordinary goy, I assure you. I spoke impulsively out of spite, for 


many reasons, not the least of which is the grim reality that there aren’t enough good Mexican 
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Jews around at present, in this part of the world at least, to mount a campaign made up of only 
tribesmen. This is the state we’ve been reduced to, where finding even a member with one 
fourth pure blood, three fourths goy blood, is a comfort. But even I have to admit, I’ve obsessed 
over such things quite long enough. The glory of the Nation will return, by the Wings of 
Yabadazzlar and the God of the Mexican Jews, I swear it. I’m only sorry I won’t live to see it. 
And to speed that process along, we must safeguard the knowledge of the ancients. Your help in 


that regard would be much appreciated.” 


A tear was poised at the ready, held at bay out of a sense of decorum, on the side of 
Jenks’ eye. “Splendid, friend “Roy. I couldn’t be more honored. Slick, we’ve gone over the 


whole spiel about ‘Away on business.’ You know what to do.” 


“T didn’t know,” said the dapper young fellow, “that it would happen so soon, sir. But I 


assure you I’m ready.” 


“T know it. And as for you.” He turned to Gus again, his emotions evaporating in an 
instant. “You may join us. You’ll be tied up on a regular basis. Tonight, for example. And 
you'll continue to provide misleading intel to HQ, as well as answering any questions put your 
way. I think we are gonna have a fun time. Understand, friend?” He offered Gus a petrifying 


smile. 


“Oh good,” sniffed Gus, all smiles. “Joy.” Mella came up behind him, thick stage- 
supply rope in hand. “I can’t wait ‘til Stockholm really starts to set in. It’s gonna be just like a 
never-ending slumber party.” He looked over his shoulder, sniffing, and he and Mella smiled 


maniacally at one another as she tied his hands behind his back. 


“Yeah!” Mella agreed enthusiastically. “You might even get snacks.” 
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“Oh, snacks,” he muttered, overcome with emotion. “Oh, rapture.” 


9. Shit Saturdae 

In the world of Tetris, you are always encouraged, all other things being equal, to veer on the 
side of a neat stack. Small pockets, tiny irregularities, can snowball, creating considerable 
problems down the road. You aim for order, for cleanliness. But in order to accomplish your 
ideal stacking goals, you need that certain tetromino, the one that hasn’t been seen much yet 
during this round, the one that should, statistically speaking, arrive any minute. But it arrives too 
late, and as a result, you have another minor stacking-goal problem, one which requires another 
very specific tetromino, one that, statistically speaking, should arrive shortly. So it goes, the 
chain of minor problems steadily adding links, pieces consistently arriving a bit too late or 
simply not showing up. Three, four, five in a row of the worst possible tetromino for the 
moment, improbable combos, statistically ridiculous, slam down upon your best-laid plans, and 
you soon have three wells that require immediate long pieces, and a field that can’t support over 
half the tetrominoes that may appear. 

Stan dreamed of Tetris. But was it Tetris he was dreaming of, or was “real life” only the 
idle dreams that emerged from the whimsical irregularities of poorly played Tetris rounds? 

Preconception slips in. You rush to solve the problems created by your bullheaded 
preconceptions. And in the rush and fluster, you find yourself less able to combat your 
preconceptions. A fist shaken in defiance of the laws of geometry and mathematics in general, 
you double down in the final moments, hoping for the gamblers’ thrill of a favorable outcome as 
improbable as you feel the earlier, unfavorable outcomes to have been. But there’s a diabolical 


trick, a “devil in the details” of temporality. Because you demand of fate that this favorable 
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outcome, for your gambling pleasure, be delivered to you in the smallest frame of time. But 
amidst the forest of your many preconceptions, upon a sea of Tetris moves, there’s all the time in 
the world for unfavorable outcomes to arise. If such an unfavorable “coincidence” only happens 
once, it’s hardly noticed. Within the Tetris trance-state, the only way you can possibly notice 
favorable outcomes at all is if they occur in a totally staggering abundance, handing you easy 
Tetris wells for minutes and tens of minutes at a time, with no problems whatsoever. Even then, 
to tell the difference between your own skill and simple good luck, you already need to have a 
high level of Tetris knowledge. Will you thank the gods of geometry, will you praise the stars of 
fate? It’s only when, amidst an illimitable ocean of occurrences, you finally, finally come upon a 
string of challenging piece combinations, that you will truly notice anything. 

The only truly amazing coincidence is when there are no coincidences. 

In your most perceptive moments, you clearly understand this. But, lurking below the 
surface, the monster, the vortex, the damnation-state of eternal torpors brought on by that one 
thrill, desire of desires, greater than all greed, all lusts, all chemical narcotization, all other thrills, 
yet which is reviled, spat at by so-called “pleasure seekers” who don’t understand, or won’t 
understand, refusing to look on an abyss they know can consume them forever before they could 
finish blinking, shying away in fear from this Emperor of Vices while they give themselves 
wholeheartedly to all others, happily damaging and destroying themselves and anyone foolish 
enough to get caught up in their madness. The most depraved sinners know that, never mind sex, 
powerful vein-junking opiates, becoming a corrupt king and stealing all the money in the world, 
there’s one simple thrill that can bring down all the rest, to which there’s no comparison. 


Gambling. 
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Stan had seen it, as has anyone who’s spent enough time at the tourneys. Those 
promising players, with every ability to rise to the top. But suddenly, their playing takes a sharp 
turn for the worse, a nosedive out of nowhere. And nobody discusses the real reason, not in any 
detail. As if a curse surrounds such discussion. “Nerves,” they say, as they look on at the poor 
wretch who possesses the steady hands of a surgeon, clear eyes free from any trace of redness, 
forlornly leaving their seats with smooth bodily motions free of the faintest trace of shakes or 
jerkiness. There are no “nerves.” Everyone knows it. 

But in the heat of the contest. In the thrill of battle, with everyone watching. That’s 
when a Tetris player reveals their true nature, to themselves, to others with the gift of the 
Knowledge. This is the blessing of Tetris. This is its curse. 

And at this time, when confronted with choices, choices, choices of which road to take, 
which approach to commit oneself to, one is struck with a stark meta-option. One way lies 
honor. One way lies the path of sensible play, showing respect for the ability of ones’ opponent. 
Making choices at the height of ones’ ability, showing ones’ audience of peers the style of ones’ 
game, the meat of ones’ strategies. The knightly duel of honorable Tetris acolytes, pitting their 
brains and spirits against one another in a display that lifts all of Tetrisdom up. 

Then there’s the other option. 

There’s the gambling option. 

Because there’s no other time like this. With all eyes on the contest, with actual stakes, if 
one makes a desperate, risky gambit and it helps one get ahead, the thrill. The thrill. It’s 
incomparable. Unequaled. A rush of electric exhilaration. But give in to this just once, and the 
Tetris player finds that once the flight of the initial rush is over, they’ve alighted on a slippery 


slope. To prevent from slipping clumsily ever downward, the temptation is to attempt to alight 
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again. Attempt and failure mean that one will tumble down that Hadean slope quicker and more 
messily than ever, with an exponentiating motive to try to alight again, and exponentiating 
punishment for failure. But success doesn’t end the matter either. Who can taste forbidden fruit 
just once? Whether the gamble results in success or failure, if one should return to safe 
strategies, one isn’t out of the woods. Because now, one must contend, not only with the 
considerable challenge of the immense focus needed simply to stay in the game, but with the 
distraction of that slope-sliding feeling, that nefarious background urging to try again, risk again 
- a nagging urge that one must now put part of ones’ precious mental resources and focus into 
combating. 

And so, seeing no alternative any longer, one goes, again, for the thrill. 

After all, even though one knows better, it has to be admitted — if one could just wait for 
that perfect tetromino, it would really help with keeping a neat stack. 

In his wild dreams of Tetris - or perhaps, in his return to the True Waking World - Stan 
went through the disgraceful falls of these fallen angels, these lost children of Tetris, who had 
given up everything to chase a momentary thrill. And he saw something. In the dismal light of 
those dim conference rooms, within their murky profiles, he saw CentralGov. 

Waterloo. Stalingrad. Myriad strange names flashed across the parchment-world of his 
actively dream-musing mind, names that he had no context for. Battles lost to history, now just 
nonsense-syllables. But the images told the story. Great gamblers, with the charisma to 
convince hundreds, then thousands, then hundreds of thousands, then millions, to go along with 
their insane gambles, to join their lives’ resources into the pool of gruesome and horrible wagers. 
And they gambled. And they fell into the intoxication of the game, everything else be damned. 


What suffering they brought. And when their great gamblers won, they shared in the mad, 
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irrational, hateful group-elation. There was nothing else like it, rolling the dice and feeling the 
weight of their games of chance crush the bones of their fellow humans, their neighbors, into a 
fine powder. A thrill indescribable, inconceivable. It was something you never talked about. 

But when their great gamblers lost. Ohhhh. The anguish. They had not thought any 
feeling could match the intensity of the thrilling joy of their victories. Now they saw how wrong 
they were. When you lost this gamble, the place you ended up was five, ten, a hundred times as 
low as the victory had been high. It was the Bottom. No junkie dying on the street, no wretch 
puking their guts out from terminal venereal inflammations, no hated and disgraced CEO rotting 
in a freezing-cold jail cell, nobody else understands the sense of lowness now experienced by 
millions. 

So the cries for blood began. And the leaders who couldn’t escape, were dragged into the 
public square, to be ridiculed. Some were killed. Some killed themselves. Many were put away 
somewhere, where they could do no more harm. And the people cry out, “Oh, woe is us! We 
were little lost sheep, led astray by our leaders! Forgive us, for we knew not what we did. Our 
rulers went from righteousness, see. Though we stumbled and we strayed, I’m sure you can 
understand that we were led by evil counsellors. Let’s deal with them!” 

So the people deflect blame, though they had scant problems with the leadership when 
they were winning, though their great gamblers were often two-bit nobodies, and at most normal 
politicians in ordinary positions, when the people were enticed by their promises — and they 
never could have gone an inch, let along gambled with the very world, without the immense help 
of their citizens. And the rest of the world looks on, and says, “What was wrong with them? 
Sure glad we’re nothing like those people. No similarities whatsoever, we’re the Good Ones, it 


could never have happened here. We have systems to keep that kinda thing in check, and 
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besides, we’re just nicer and better looking.” And the leaders for the rest of the world all 
declare, “I never liked that guy. I just had all those suppers with him because it was my job as a 
ruler. Those guys are definitely nothing like us, and we can’t relate to them or how they felt, no 
way, not one bit.” And all the warriors and the military brass come in and sweep up, and they 
say to the world, “Go on now, move along, show’s over, nothing ta see here.” And everyone 
agrees to “unity,” whatever that might mean at the moment. Nothing is really, truly ever learned. 
But the world turns on, and life returns to something like normal. 


And the gambling waits. Oh, the gambling waits.” 


The soft pre-dawn light sat with heavy tranquility on the ghostly arid streets, the ponderous brick 
structures. The darkness of the shadows was soft, transforming from the dark of night into the 
provisional dark of day, and in the process, taking on its own transient identity, smell of the 
gloaming resting soft upon its liminal penumbrae. San stood leaning against the facade of the 
Jenkjoint, loitering like a pro, looking placidly upon the calm emptiness of the roadway, a 
steaming mug gripped in both hands against the slight chill. Fall was falling. It would be winter 
soon, a perilous time to travel into the Great Rock Mountains. But presumably also a profitable 
one, for an experienced road warrior, as locals became bored to death of the same acts, and 
venues raised their pay rates for any outside groups willing to brave the roads. She had no doubt 
Dace knew what he was doing. The poor guy must be wondering how his expedition became 
hijacked from twenty different angles. San sipped. It was true — ginger tea was really warming. 
Jenks stepped out of the mahogany batwing saloon doors. “Mind if I join you?” 


“Come on out. Join the fun.” 


° To clarify, Stans’ dreaming mind just compared a poorly played round of Tetris to fascist war crimes. 
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Jenks walked over, took a lean. He looked all around, taking some sort of mental 
inventory of the empty street, his face unreadable, thoughts who-knew-where. Seeming calm, 
collected, but alert, as if mildly wired by the residual energy brought on by quick planning. He 
looked towards San. “What drink is that?” 

“Just some ginger tea. I grabbed it myself, hope you don’t mind. Left a few creds for 
when the barkeep gets in. A friend got me into this stuff. We regularly correspond, and he can’t 
stop talking about how great it would be to take a tour of the Statelands trying ginseng tea 
everywhere. Ginseng’s sorta like the hard version of this. He’s infatuated with it. Every time I 
see him, he’s got acup. Says the Great Rock Mountains has the best ginseng tea anywhere. 
Stuffs a bit too strong for me, but he got me in the spirit and now I’m trying all the ginger tea. 
The kiddie version of his quest.” 

“You make it sound like you like the guy a lot.” 

“Yeah. I hate to admit it, but I kinda do love him, even though he’s a total goober 
sometimes. Everyone has a friend like that at least once in their lives.” 

“San, I’ve gotta ask you about something.” Jenks became serious. “Why didn’t you ask 
me first-thing to join you guys? How could you leave me outta the plans?” 

“You have a life here, Jenks. Why would we want to interrupt that?” 

“You mean playing around with this chicken-shit inn-and-saloon that isn’t even a 
sustainable business?” 

“Jenks. After the Madness Tuba Incident, you were heavily traumatized.” 


“You always think of me like I’m some God damn child.” 
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“Don’t say that. It wasn’t just me. Daisy, Marcello, Ciabatta, we all equally agreed that, 
for the time being, it was better to allow you to live your life. Without interference. Everybody 
needs that from time to time. When Finnigan betrayed us...” 

Jenks put his head down, not allowing his face to be seen, keeping his features in shadow. 
But it was apparent from his posture that he was in grief even at the mention of the incident. 

“Yes,” he said. “Both the Wailing Chaos and the Madness Tuba Incidents were major 
moments. Nobody should pretend to be unaffected by such things. To do so would be 
preposterous. But San, not to blow my own horn, so to speak, but at times like these, we can 
scarce afford to go without major talents. I can be of considerable benefit to y’all, and you know 
that. It’s not the time for hesitancy. You should have contacted me immediately.” 

“That point is more-than-legitimate. I see what you’re saying, Jenks. By now, you’ve 
obviously grown — not that you were ever a child when I knew you before, though you were 
certainly a lot more youthful than I can ever remember being — and I don’t think there’s a 
shadow of a doubt that you should join up, if that’s your desire. We wanted you to have some 
time to breathe. Well, your take on things is airtight, but all the same, I think our decision made 
sense. Now, you have had time to breathe. And it seems like it has done you real, solid good, 
Jenks.” San looked into the mans’ eyes with the deep love and compassion of one Jazzmaster for 
another. 

“Good,” he replied calmly, his emotions cooling back down for the moment. “I wanted 
you to hear what I had to say. And I wanted to get your side. Well, mission accomplished. 
Mind cleared, perspective helped. I think you’ve got the right idea. It’s time to move forward. 
And honestly, there are some questions I’m itching for answers on, and I truly hope that this 


quest can at least put a start on getting ‘em. It’s past time.” 
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San nodded. “Our main goal is just preserving that Archive. Yet, if that dead spy wasn’t 
just blowing smoke out his asshole, and the living one isn’t just fucking around with us, we 


could end up paying a visit to old friends. We should prepare ourselves...” 


The dismal, arid wasteland landscape rolled onwards. 

Stan gazed out the window, picking remnants of his canned-beans breakfast from his 
teeth with his small finger, ever gazing, eagerly, almost desperately awaiting a change of 
scenery. His forehead felt less-than-ideal. When he had traveled on foot, walking insane 
distances in places just as dismal and barren as this, the never-ending march had hypnotized. 
Even in the most tedious waste places, there was a slight pain in the legs, a slight stiffness of the 
back, which kept one in a liminal state of consciousness conducive to trance. He had walked 
onwards, ever onwards, as one in a dream. To ride in a carriage was to forfeit the luxury of such 
atrance. There was only observation, cold and aloof. Stan looked out of the window, and he 
observed nothing. He observed arid wastes. 

The discomforts of the cart, despite its relative luxury, were many. The large presence of 
long-legged Jenks didn’t help matters, though Gus was no problem, being simply thrown atop 
the luggage in the rearmost compartment. Mella looked in on him from time to time, curiosity in 
her eyes. “Don’ts try to escape,” she warned him on numerous instances. “I won’ts,” he assured 
her. Besides this minor activity, most of the cart was slumped in their seats, looking like worn- 
out sacks after the insanity of the previous evening. ‘Roy had hardly been there for any of it 
until the very end, but he needed little excuse to look forlorn. Yet he wasn’t quite as morose, 
Stan thought, as he’d been before last night. Perhaps being listened to by Jenks had helped him 


out. A comforting ear. Stan could never be comforting in that manner. Dingus had had to be 
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slapped awake where he’d fallen headlong into unconsciousness on the stage, looking on the 
verge of death, but now he was competently wielding the reins. The cart rolled along, as smooth 
a ride as was possible on these dusty paths. The air smelled of dusty bean farts, despite the 
circulation of the open windows, which also brought a thin coating of dust over everything, 
people included. Gus was sniffing violently, almost gruesomely. Stan looked. Still the same old 
shit. Arid plains. What a horrible region of Earth. 

They came to an outpost. “Might as well stop,” said Jenks. “Get something to eat, 
support local business.” 

“You gotta be kidding,” said Stan. 

“We could put it to a vote,” said Mella. 

“Time was,” croaked Dace, “when I was the leader of this tour.” 

“Shut the fuck up, Dace,” everybody said in unison. 

“Mm/’ well okey-doke,” croaked Dace. 

“Everybody for stopping for a quick luncheon and some local color,” said Mella, “raise 
your hand.” Every hand was raised except those of Stan and ‘Roy. “I wanna stop too,” Gus 
sniffed distantly from the back. 

“T’d have you consider,” said Stan, “that on this sacred quest, both Mexican Jews have 
shown their desire against stopping.” 

“It’s called a vote, dearie,” Said San. “A vote.” 

“That’s it,” moaned ‘Roy. “Go ahead. Enforce your miserable customs on us.” 

“Thanks,” said Mella, “don’t mind if we do. Let’s eat.” 

Beady eyes peered at them as they encroached on the towns’ outer limits. Every structure 


was ramshackle, dusty, looking on the edge of abandonment. Yet there was activity. This was a 
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living town, but the inhabitants didn’t look overjoyed by the fact. Their modest clothing had 
taken on the color of both their dusty environment, and the vile excretions of their unhealthy 
bodies. Yet the strongest impression was not of the uncouth forms, but the vile, suspicious 
demeanors, which seemed to will the outsiders to run from the place as quickly as they had 
entered it. The buildings not residential were mostly of a utilitarian nature. There was no sign of 
any inn or saloon. Adjacent to a sizeable stockyard was the single spot that seemed to be a sort 
of commercial gathering place, a dour little café with menacing, scowling old timers posted in 
rocking chairs on its sparse front porch. 


“Real salt-of-the-earth kinda town,” said Jenks. “Bet they know how to fry up a good 
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egg. 

“T don’t know what that means,” said Stan. “But I should warn everyone that if there’s 
trouble, I won’t hesitate to murder as many assailants as I can lay my hands on.” 

“Oh, brother,” said Jenks, rolling his eyes. 

“T want a hamburger sandwich,” Gus wailed from the back. After a long pause, he added 
in a fainter wail, “With cabbage.” This went entirely unheeded. 

There was no sign of a stable anywhere around. “Just pull up,” said ‘Roy, “and I will 
mind the cart. -No, I called it first.” Stan started, then merely frowned. “The rest of you may 
enjoy your wonderful ambiance. Bring me whatever you see fit, or I’ll simply eat some beans.” 

San pulled on some old clothes Stan had lent her for just such an occasion, hiding her 
musclewitch nudity from a populace who would no doubt expect “modesty.” She hadn’t worn 
anything since her singing debut, and hopefully, once this area was behind them, she wouldn’t 
have to wear anything again this trip. The crew stepped out. The old timers studiously 


pretended the newcomers didn’t exist, an arrangement that benefitted all parties. The group 


669 


stretched groggily, and shambled on into the restaurants’ wan interior. Funereal, puritanical 
locals hunched over their greasy grey meals like cavepeople hunching over small fires, seeming 
to take comfort in their knowledge that these newcomers were a transient waft of air from 
somewhere alien and frightening, which would soon blow on through without leaving a trace. 
The occasional conversations among those luncheoners who spoke at all, were carried on in 
hushed tones, as if someone were asleep and everyone in the place was making every effort to 
avoid waking them. 

The group crowded around a rickety circular table. A dour dogface waitress in 
stereotypical diner-waitress apron quickly took their order, and they were just as quickly brought 
their platters of rubbery meat-stuffs, the only type of meal available on the menu. The metal 
trays on which the sad pieces of dead flesh had been flopped, had the look of institutional doggy 
bowls, increasing the gruesomeness of the mediocre beef cuts. There was no smell, and the 
flavor was of salt and gravy, if that. But the real effect of the meal was a deep, aching sadness 
which it left in the heart. It was a dismal affair. 

“So,” Dace wheezed after an eternity of solemn silence and chewing. “Stan. You’re 
trying to get to the sacred library of your ancestors to help preserve all the books. You must 
really be proud of your heritage to go to such lengths.” 

“Tt were better,” said Stan, “if you refrained from taxing your vocal cords.” 

“T agree,” said San. “Dearie, you don’t wanna strain yourself by accident. Just keep 
resting those pipes. So, Stan, you’re trying to get to the sacred library of your ancestors to help 
preserve all the books. You must really be proud of your heritage to go to such lengths.” 

Stan put his fork down with a clatter. 


“Can I get some salt over here?” asked Mella, underway on her second steak. 
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“Sure thing, darlin’,” said Jenks, passing it her way. “It’s nice to taste that fresh livestock 
flavor, aint it?” 

“Mmm-hmm,” smiled Mella happily. 

“Of course,” said Stan, facing San, “you’re well-aware of the ridiculousness of this 
question, since it’s you who has made, directly to me, the most worthwhile argument for the job 
—that it would be a loss to the people if shit groups like CentralGov restricted their knowledge. 
But I’ve never given a shit about the people. Ifthe real gist of this is to ask what motivates me- I 
suppose, as far as I feel any motivation, it would be to give as much pain and suffering to 
governmental parasites as I can. But as for my views of my own lineage, I’m neither particularly 
proud, nor especially ashamed of it. It’s merely what I was born with. A man, if he’s to be a 
man, must make sure that he’s defined by his actions, must brand his actions onto this vile world 
with the iron of his white-hot will. If I can bring more suffering into the world — intelligently 
applied, of course — then I consider that a much more substantial good than any niceties 
pertaining to the Ancestors, like my fogie-of-a-fellow-tribesman out there uses to get his jollies.” 

“Oh Lord a’mercy,” muttered Jenks sarcastically. 

“Well,” said San, “thanks, that was, umm, a really overblown answer. Good to hear. I 
think I’m done asking questions, but I might not be done eating if anyone wants to split pie.” 

“Uuuuuwww, pie,” gushed Mella with keen anticipation. 

“They got pecan?” rhetorically asked Jenks, looking at the dessert menu. “That’s what 
I’m talkin’ about.” 

“T feel nasty,” said Dingus. 


“You always feel nasty,” said Mella. “’Cause you are nasty.” 
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“T could ask,” said Stan, “what motivates the two of you, Mella and Dinkus.” San 
whispered something to him. “And Dingus. You play music in bands. I bet that for ace over 
here, it’s simply the predictable minor balms of egoism and pay-without-labor.” 

“Thanks,” Dace wheezed, “I might have to get your permission to use that in my 
autobiography.” 

“T don’t care about your vanity projects,” Stan continued, oblivious to all forms of humor. 
“And it’s plain that there are millions like Dace, small players with simple motives. I know his 
type better than I’d want. But for the pair of you, I wonder what relish you get from your 
existence. Going from place to place, just banging on your noisemaking implements, performing 
songs that mean little to you, for people that mean nothing to anyone.” 

Mella nodded in stoic thought, thick arms crossed over her chest. “Well,” she said, “I 
meet cool people and get to eat fresh livestock. And pie. So’s I guess I’m pretty well off.” 

“Right on, dearie,” smiled San. 

“Yes,” said Stan, “I see that your simplemindedness allows such minor experiences to 
take on meaning. Contentment is always the mark of the simple. But as for Dingus here, it 
seems like he long ago burnt away any ability he might have to enjoy simple pleasures, with his 
filthy degeneracy. I’m surprised he’s still functional enough to drive, even sober. What function 
can such an existence possibly serve?” 

“Hey,” Dingus declared loudly, “fuck you, man.” 

“Yeah,” said San. “I heartily second that. Fuck you, Stan.” 

Ignoring San, Stan looked straight into Dingus’ eyes, and held the gaze. “Don’t trifle 
with me, boy.” 


Dingus was taken aback. “How old are you bro?” 
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“That’s none of your concern.” Stan looked slightly embarrassed at the question. 

Dace leaned towards Stan from across the table, his stare nearly as intense as Stans’, eyes 
showing a sort of aggressive concern. “What’s your game, Vampiro?” he croaked. 

Just then, a loud rumbling was heard coming from outside, followed by sounds of 
commotion. Even the dreary locals stirred in their seats, albeit slowly. This was clearly not 
something they were used to hearing at this time of day. The clattering and crashing increased in 
scale as it drew nearer. “I'll go take a look,” said Stan, getting up, clearly happy for the excuse 
to exit the stifling atmosphere now trained upon him. Why, he thought to himself, had he even 
attempted to engage these types in rational, analytical, sensible conversation? Terseness and 
silence would have been the better way. The rest of the table, disregarding Stan, looked annoyed 
at the distraction from their keenly anticipated pie session. Now the crashing was damn close. 
Stan headed to the door, fully expecting to see a bunch of escaped livestock. He’d dealt with this 
sort of thing before. A few blows from his fist could get most farm animals back in line, and the 
cattlemen were typically grateful for the assistance. In the extreme instance that he had to 
actually grapple with a longhorn, it would be good muscle training. 

Yawning, he opened the door. Before he could even look around, a cataclysmic crash 
came from directly to his right. A force had blasted through the wall of the café as if it were 
made of cardboard. Fresh rubble was clattering about. The hole was generous in size. Now 
there was commotion within the restaurant. Indignant locals got to their feet, buzzing with 
unaccustomed frantic activity. Stan heard tables being crunched into woodchips beneath ruthless 
hooves. He turned around, body still on the doors’ threshold. Natural light was flooding into the 
place for perhaps the first time in its existence. Patrons were gathering against the wall, the hum 


of their voices cautious yet outraged. The cooks and waitstaff were particularly flustered, 
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milling around helplessly. The Destitute table stood at the ready, geared for action yet unable to 
keep the disappointment from their faces as dreams of pie faded. 

More tables crunched as a giant mutant longhorn strode to the center of the small place. 
It turned to face Vampiro Stan. Heinously mottled and wart-ridden, its greasy-smelling flesh 
taking on a purpurate hue, its bloodshot and insane eyes stared beadily at Stan from sunken, 
sulfurous sockets. That gaze was like a dark parody of the gaze of the townsfolk. The look, the 
smell of the creature was redolent with disease and death. But for all its diseased qualities, the 
giant beast was not scrawny. Nor was it lacking in the thews department. It snorted, scraping its 
vile hooves along the ground in violent anxiety. Alone, it would be difficult to deal with. But it 
was not without rider. 

Astride the stinking beast, Beesile Bob sat smugly. He was dressed in massive pitch- 
black overalls. Atop the flexible fly head emerging from his face sat a small, fiery-red cowboy 
had. Atop his baleful cranium sat a huge, brimstone-yellow cowboy hat. The effect was at once 
humorous and disorienting. Now, Bob peered down at Stan with a rich and manic craziness that 
expressed itself through dirty, unwholesome joyfulness. His massive teeth bared themselves in a 
sinister smile, and Stan saw that the damaged tooth seemed to be patched up with ordinary 
workman’s plaster, a remedy almost more gruesome than the initial injury. 

“WEEELLLLLLLL,” the big demon called down. “Looks like I just pulled in to BITCH 
CENTRAL, eh pard?” He addressed this last part to his uncouth “steed”. Looking right back at 
Stan, he continued, “You got away last time, boy. Ran like a little bitch. Which I reckon is what 
you is. But we’s is gonna have fun this time? You’s too rusty by far. Looks like ya even let 
yerself get a li’1 bew bew.” He indicated the crusty red crater on Stans’ forehead. “Aww. 


Poooooor baaayybeeeyy. I'll kiss ‘n make it better fer yew. And I’s got plans and fixins to 
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make this little cow nugget”- he turned to his nervous audience, pointing at Stan as he did so- 
“my prize rodeo clown. What say ye?” He swiveled his head violently back towards Stan. 
“Ready for some clownin’ PARD?!” 

“T’]l never understand the ways of demons, pard,” said Stan. “But whatever. If you want 
a fight, you know how to get it, all right. Get off that longhorn and let’s go, demon-boy!” 

In response, Bob cackled wildly. Then, after a brief pause in which everyone present 
held their breathes, he charged the animal at Stan full-tilt. 

It was no difficulty to dodgeroll to the side of the predictable attack. As Bob and his 
steed smashed the café door into a thousand splinters and scattered the surrounding wall, they 
completed the task of removing a full fifty-percent-plus of the front side of the café. The charge 
took them well out into the dusty road. Off to the side, ‘Roy sat in the coachman’s seat with a 
look of mild spectators’-interest, clearly not giving a toss for the wellbeing of the restaurateurs 
and townspeople, but keen on seeing how his ungrateful pupil might be coming along in his 
combat efforts. 

Now, he would find out. Everyone would find out. 

Bob vaulted off the longhorn as if mechanically ejected, and he sailed through the air like 
a rabid Hellswan, like some atomic gymnast from a dimension without scruples. Oh, how he 
flew. Stan gauged the trajectory of that hypersonic flight. The Vampiro scion might have had 
the senses of the Hunt and the unlocked powers of the dermal air currents. But even on the 
surfaces of strange planets, far from their accustomed haunts of power, demons still had unique 
and obnoxious abilities of space displacement. If the dire cortex of infernal haze that now coated 
Bobs’ flesh was any indicator, he was working to negate the advantages of the Mexican Jewish 


assassin arts with a little dermal air manipulation of his own. Tricky fiend. And still, he sailed. 
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And still, he sailed. 

Suddenly, without transition, Stan was confronted by a sea of clear blue air, on all sides, 
with no sign of brutalized café, chicken-shit town, dirt road or questing allies, but only Bob, 
moving inwards on a gust of air, towards Stan. From the ether, three small bolts, as from a wrist 
crossbow, flew near to Bobs’ head, two missing narrowly, the other bisecting the small hat on his 
face fly. A haze was lifted. Directional sense returned. Stan flung himself up to grab Bob 
midair. With one hand he grabbed the ropy demon neck, with the other the ropier demon crotch. 
Taking his prize, Stan dropped from the air falcon-like, and brought the middle part of Bobs’ 
spine down hard upon his upthrust knee! 

Coughing up vile dark fluid, Bob slumped from the knee to the ground, gasping and 
struggling to stand and retain his balance. As soon as he was upright, Stan rushed in with a 
spinning lariat, grabbing the ropey neck this time with the crook of his inner elbow. He swung 
the demon around, again, again, gaining speed. A human would have been helpless. Bob was no 
human. In a display of composure and balance, he was somehow able, amidst the fastest rotation 
yet and with his neck stretching out like taffy, to grab Stan’s own head like a bowling ball. And 
as he was still being spun, he set his thumb into Stan’s right eye. 

Stan instantly flung the demon from him with such force that even Bobs’ grip couldn’t 
hold, and he went tumbling. Now, Stans’ right eye was red and nearly swollen shut, making it 
practically useless for the remainder of the fight. He mustered his reserves for another rush, 
when from nowhere, Jenks stepped out with Johnny in hand. “Don’t worry, friend Jenks,” he 
called out. “I got this.” 

“Sorry compadre, no can do. We need ya fresh for performances. Just sit back for a 


minute.” Jenks faced Bob, who was once again righting himself. Wielding Johnny like a 
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precision instrument, he whispered to him, “Okay, remember — A C# A Bi...” rattling off a series 
of notes like a math equation. Johnny hummed in anticipation, and the pair began materializing 
a strange tone. Jenks was no guitar specialist, but it was clear that this was no ultra-precision 
jazz number. In fact, Stan faintly recognized it. Was this... the simplest trick that musicians 
learned early on, that method they had of loosening the bowels of anyone in acoustic range? 

Indeed, it appeared so. Johnny hummed and sang happily, clearly taken by the puckish 
mischief of the song. The air wavered in a miasma that compared to, yet contrasted with, the 
defensive Hell miasma of Bob. If the demon had fully had his wits about him, it couldn’t have 
possibly worked. Not on an iron-stomached Hellspawn like Beesile Bob. But after two spills 
and a wild spin, he was just off-balance enough. He groaned. The smell of Sulphur became 
unbearable. An atmosphere was developing around the space of the fight. And that atmosphere 
screamed, in a voice unmistakable to anybody — “You don’t wanna be here.” 

The mutant longhorn stampeded outta there like a flash. The local audience began to 
clear out and dematerialize. San located the waitress. “Dearie, here ya go,” she said, handing 
out thirty-two creds. “Keep the change.” Everyone crowded in the carriage. “Let me drive for a 
sec,” “Roy told an extremely pale Dingus. Soon the cart was coming around, grabbing Jenks and 
Johnny, circling towards Stan. 


And the shitting commenced in earnest. 


The squelching. It was like some sort of magma. And it came. From the dawn of time, it came. 
The diet of Beesile Bob is something apart. From the dawn of time, it flowed, it squelched. 
Rusty jungles of the lower darkness. Opulent scat kingdoms. Sinister children dancing in filth. 


Mud Wrestler. The goat is willing to eat anything. But there’s always a price. From the dawn, 
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the dawn, the dawn, the dawn, the dawn, the dawn, the dawn, the dawn, from the dawn, the 
dawn, the dawn of time, it came. Ball park franks for your B hole. That fetid magma did flow. 
Don’t follow the dog. At the end of the trail... Beautiful... 

And the flies came. They came from all corners, singing. Listen. I knew a fly once. 
Never tell them about a shit party. Because if they all get there, all of them at once... But they 
know about it. They have ways. And so they came, in grand processions, wagon trains. The 
young, the old, the working fly and the pastor, singing the good word of the Great Lord 
Beelzebub. Where they went, it was a jamboree... Jamboree of shit. 

Bob’s black overalls turned gradually mud colored where his ass was. Then, like magma, 
the shit started burning straight through, big pile of elephant Hell diarrhea. And he moaned in 
ecstasy. Kinda like a woman. Big Jobson, the Fly People Prime Minister, he was the head 
honcho of the fly procession. This was why he got to get in there first. Privilege of high office. 
The heat burned him up in a second. And all the li’1 commie flies rejoiced. You gotta feel happy 
for “em, don’t you? 

Kinda scary, though. 

And it flowed. From gardens of dawn, that filth, that shit, that fuckwad bullshit pants shit 
monkey grass filled stuff came outta his ass. And the heat began to burn up his asshole. It 
burned up everyone’s’ asshole. And then, it burned up your asshole. Mmmmmmhhh... Guess 
that’s gonna look pretty good when it’s toasted to a crisp. 

Dawn of time. There was a fly. First living thing worth mentioning. Everything before 
that was just little shits. Dawn of everything, little fly, just one, moving around and swimming, 


not even flying, just swimming in pools of delectable crystal shit, jumping from pool to pool like 
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a porpoise. Guess what? Everything else evolved from flies. We humans are the only thing 
different. Because we evolved from shit. 

A thousand years. Nothing happened. Then. They got smart. A whole lot of different 
lifeforms. But there needs to be a code. One simple, easy-to-learn little tune, tone, ditty, gitty, 
something for ta make them shit it all out, so that they can start over again. Wisdom from the 
beginning of the universe, from the dawn of time. There are such things as norms and standards. 
Hug me. Hold me. 

Those flies, they knew not to get too close. They had decided that they would not be a 
nation divided. But there was a difference. After discovering that fateful, fatal shitpile from 


Beesile Bobs’ asshole, everything was different. And that’s when the flies learned rock and roll. 


Seeing no choice, feeling sicker by the moment, Stan jumped into the cart. Bob was yelling, 
growling, yapping, moaning, and generally having a good time. “AWWWW! [had a wittew 
accidaaaaaaaant! Farewell fer now, pardner! But it aint over! NEXT TIME, TM GONNA 
LASSO YER SKANK ASS!! HAAAAWW HAAAAAWWWWW HHAAAAAA...” 

The speedmules blasted out of that chickenshit burg at what must have been a good 
hundred kilometers per hour. Dingus was puking vigorously out the window on the other side. 
Gus was screaming something about a God damn hamburger sandwich with cabbage, his voice 
thin and whiney from the back. The pain and swelling in Stans’ eye somehow made his forehead 
feel worse as well. He looked the party over. 

“T’m sure,” he said, “that all of that help back there was unnecessary. I won’t insist 
anything, because I don’t wanna overstep my bounds. But listen. Listen. I don’t want any help. 


If I lose in combat, let me suffer, let me die if necessary. This is my way. For honor. Get it? I 
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know you can’t really understand that. But I want, next time, to have an honorable fight with 
Bob. Which is the name of that demon back there. This time the help was fine, but next time, 
don’t get in the way. It’s gotta be my mettle versus the demons’.” 

“Everyone,” San said emphatically, “Check this out.” From her ear, she pulled a fresh, 
delicious-looking, completely whole pecan pie. “Last one.” 

The passenger car erupted in cheers. ”Whoop-whoop-whoop”, declared Mella, 
windmilling her arm in savage exultation. 

The carriage was suffused with silent anticipation as they blasted down the road, leaving 
the impossibly toxic smell behind before anyone would even think about grabbing a piece. Stan 
looked around. The squad had the knack of it. Everyone there was ignoring him. Dingus was 
now lying back with his eyes closed, pale and miserable, as usual. Mella was filing her 
dangerous-looking nails, eyes rarely off the pie. San had already gotten out of Stans’ clothes and 
back to her default nudity. She now seemed lost in meditation. Dace was looking at charts, 
betraying his true thoughts by the constant licking of his lips. Jenks was looking out the 
window, a sleeping Johnny in his lap. 

Johnny. 

And they continued as usual. How unreasonable. How overly sensitive, overly touchy, 
overly judgmental. Stan felt the hot coolness. Could they not even see the value in a clinical 
analysis of character? Were they that afraid to ask big questions about themselves? The answer 
came readily enough as all judged they were well out of dookie-stink range. Their grabbing 
hands, their stomachs, their sweet-teeth, that was all they cared for. Frivolous good cheer. Stan 
would certainly submit himself to the most clinical scrutiny, in the service of coming to terms 


with his honest character. That’s what it was about. Honesty, not cruelty. Honor, not 
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ingratitude. Ingratitude. Indeed. Stan had shown time and again that he was ready to put 
everything on the line at the drop of a hat. Ingratitude, indeed! 

And he felt the cool hotness. He felt it. Oh, man, he really felt it. His skin crawled. And 
the feelings welled up. He looked around at them, and he wanted to show them how coolheaded 
he was, how he was a masterful creature-of-the-night who believed in nothing but honor and the 
hunt, who spat in the face of God, so what are you, huh? What are you, with that pie smeared all 
over your face, you think you’re so great? You think you got a right to criticize me? I wouldn’t 
do shit to you that I wouldn’t have done to me in the same circumstances. So what’s the deal? 
His skin crawled, it crawled, and the rage built. What’s the deal. What’s the deal. 

“What’s the fucking God damn deal?” he said in a quiet, level voice. 

Nobody looked up. “This pie,” said Jenks. “Oh my God.” 

God Damn it. Fuck these people. Stan knew that it was time to be cool, and he wanted 
to cry and to break stuff and he was red, red with anger, and they were treating him like a God 
damn child and they saw nothing, they thought they understood but they didn’t see fucking 
nothing. Fuck them, they didn’t see fucking nothing. And he was stuck with these guys, fucking 
cunts, this was the situation that he was in. He decided to try an experiment, to see what reaction 
he could get outta it. 

“Jenks, thank you for helping back there with Johnny.” 

Jenks nodded his head. “’Nothing of it.” 

“And you guys, thanks for the wrist crossbow shots. That got me outta a bad spot.” 

Mella nodded. Dace croaked, “Sure thing chief.” 

“And Dingus... I didn’t mean to imply your life had no meaning. It was a clumsy 


attempt at conversation. I apologize.” 
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Dingus didn’t stir. “Let him sleep for now,” said San between mouthfuls. “But good 
thinking.” 

Well. That did seem to improve the atmosphere. Nor was Stans’ honor compromised. 
He filed his findings. Such minor things should be able to go unsaid, simply understood as a 
matter of course. But for now, it seemed he was best off meeting these people on their own 
terms. The best thing was to play it cool, strategic. Stan calmed down, his muscles relaxing. He 
was getting better at controlling his temperament. This ability was definitely a valuable one. He 
breathed deeply. Yeah. Real cool, real smooth. 

He closed his eyes, and despite the swelling ache that was colonizing the far corners of 
his face, was asleep almost instantly where he sat, a thin drip dribbling from the corner of the 
inflamed socket flesh. His final thought before unconsciousness was that the pie did, indeed, 


smell somewhat appealing. 


There was a miserable haze. And Zeke emerged. He came up to Stan, his features more 
resolved, sharper than ever. 

“Listen,” he said to Stan. “I want you to know that you’re being a real miserable little 
piece of shit to everyone.” 

“NO I’M NOT,” yelled Stan, his dreamvoice reverberating throughout the haze. “WHY 
DOES EVERYONE SUDDENLY HAVE TO GANG UP ON ME?! WHY ALL THE 
RAGGING AND THE DUMPING ON ME, MAN?! I DIDN’T DO ANYTHING WRONG! 
IT’S SO NOT FAIR, AND IT’S ALWAYS LIKE THIS, IT’S NOT FAIR THE WAY PEOPLE 
TREAT ME! WHEN HAS IT EVER NOT BEEN LIKE THIS! ’M ALWAYS HELD UP TO 


SUCH SCRUTINY! IT’S NOT FAIR GOD DAMN IT!!” 
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In the dream, tears were streaming down his face. In the dream, he was near to 
blubbering. 

In the dream, he was allowed to be a child. 

“No,” Zeke said, and his hard face radiated with the Wisdom of the Ancients. “No, boy, 
it sure aint fair. It’s not fair what you do to yourself. And I want you to remember this. 
Remember this dream, because this is you. You’re not some cool customer. You’re a 
blubbering little baby. But that’s only because you keep all these emotions locked inside, and 
you can’t handle it. You think that nice San Wortle is gonna help you get all better? You think 
she’s your momma? She has enough on her plate already. You had a fine momma. But you 
took the wrong lessons. 

“Now stop blubbering and listen to me. Everyone is looking at you because they believe 
in you. But you don’t believe in anything. Miserable. And you’re critical of yourself and hard 
on yourself, but it’s in exactly all the wrong ways. Twentytwogun Mercuroy is a dingbat, in a 
lotta ways. But he didn’t make you weak. How could you have stopped that bullet, chipped that 
tooth, without what ‘Roy taught you? You know who made you weak?” 

Stan stared haplessly at Zeke, eyes red and watery, wavering. Zeke jabbed a sharp iron 
index finger in the direction of Stans’ heart. “You made you weak, boy. You.” 

The haze grew stronger, darker. Zeke began to fade. But he called out to Stan as he did 
so. “Remember. Don’t forget what I said. Don’t forget your crying and blubbering, boy. And 
next time, make a better apology. Because, knowing you, there’s gonna be a next time, and a 
one after that, and after that...” The voice broke into bursts of sardonic laughter as it faded at 


last. 
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“Stan! Get up!” He was being shaken. 

He blinked. “Can’t a guy get a nap in?” 

“Tt’s after suppertime. Nobody wanted to wake you, so we left you in the cart.” It was 
San. 

“Oh, San... hey. Hey.” 

“Hey. All your luggage is up, you just have to do this quick performance and you can get 
something to eat and go relax in the room. Johnny’s waiting by the stage.” 

“Great,” he said groggily, shaking his sluggish limbs. “Lead the way.” 

The stable was dark. They walked out and he saw immediately that it was just another 
chickenshit town, hardly better than the butthole smear they’d stopped at for luncheon. Even in 
the gloom of evening, he could see the ratty, ramshackle carelessness with which the place had 
been erected and maintained. Shit stain bullshit. Was this his life now? The facade of the inn 
was filthy, with cobwebs and piss stains abounding. The plywood joint had dim noise coming 
from inside, but it had no quality of merriment. It was a dangerous murmur of hostile group- 
loneliness. They entered, and he saw that whatever females existed in this hellhole burg had 
wisely avoided such a shitty, foul-smelling place. Hypertense flabby losers milled noisily about, 
barking tedious nonsense at one another and being generally worthless. San led Stan through the 
poorly lit, sparse place and up onto the dismal stage. Johnny hopped out eagerly from backstage, 
pulling on Stan’s pantsleg. “You'll get your show, boy,” he muttered. 

San and Stan surveyed the crowd as Mella set up and Dingus dragged himself forth. 
“Boy,” said San, “I really don’t know about these guys. Will they go for my singing about Moon 


magic? Seems like some of it might go over their head.” 
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“Tl take care of it,” said Stan. “Let me sing to these dumb louts. I guess Dace still has 
too sore a throat?” 

“Tt’s worse than it was yesterday. We shoulda stopped at the apothecary back in Bokes. 
And your head! With the bone dented like that, it could be a month or more before you can use a 
headbutt. Plus now you got a swollen eye? We have no choice but to try the druggist here, when 
we get up tomorrow.” 

“T guess so. Hate for us to have to keep singing. That’s not our damn job.” 

“Tell me about it. Well, thanks a million, dearie. I really do appreciate it. I'll just be 
right to the side, for if you want me to take over.” 

Stan nodded. He looked at Mella and Dingus. They were ready, and would clearly start 
playing in a moment whether he was ready or not. He looked back out at the crowd. Taking 
Johnny in his arms, he walked towards them, center stage. Boozed up failures. This was his life, 
entertaining boozed up failures like some pants-wetting milquetoast folk opera ham!°. The 
depressing stench of the filthy bar was getting to him. The dusty road, the tense arguments, the 
dismissiveness, the mounds of shit, the flies, the tears in his dreams, which he hadn’t forgot. He 
wouldn’t forget. And it all added up. At the end of a day it all accumulated around you and you 
just wanted to take it easy, and here you were, having to do this. Now he strummed Johnny, not 
even hearing whether Mella and Dingus were playing yet or not. He tried to think of some 


bullshit song he could keep these daughter-diddling clowns occupied with. 


Muuuuuuhhhhbhbhbh... 





'0 The “folk opera” of Stans’ age is perhaps the most widely popular musical form of the day, fulfilling a function 
not unlike our “pop music.” Despite (or perhaps because of) its popularity, its performers are often considered 
affected and overly pandering. 
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Muuuuuuhhhbhhbhbhbh... 
SUCK MY DICK YOU FUCKIN SHITS 
SUCK MY DICK YOU FUCKIN SHITS 
V?’M GONNA CHOKE YOUR MOM AND FUCK YOUR DAD 
T’M GONNA BURN DOWN YOUR HOUSE AND KICK YOUR DOG 
YOU’RE A ROTTEN FAILURE AND YOUR SISTER IS A WHORE 
YOUR GOD IS WORTHLESS AND HE FUCKS YOU WHEN YOU SLEEP 
YOUR GRANPAPPY SUCKS DOGGIE DICKS FOR A LIVING 
YOUR GRANMAMMY TAKES THE BETS ON WHICH’LL JIZZ FIRST 
T?’M GONNA CRUSH YOUR SKULL WITH A SLEDGEHAMMERRRRRR 
AND STICK A CROWBAR RIGHT UP YOUR ASSHOOOOOOLE 
FUCK YOUR STUPID RULES, YOU MAKE ME SO ENRAGED 
KEEPING ME LIKE A RODENT IN YOUR MOTHER FUCKING CAGE 
GONNA SHOW YOU WHO’S BOSS NO NEED TO ACCUSE 
CAUSE YOU ALWAYS FIND FAULT BUT IT’S OTHERS THAT YOU USE 
GONNA CHOKE YOUR MOM AND FUCK YOUR DAD 
BURN DOWN YOUR HOUSE AND KICK YOUR DOG 
SUCK MY DICK YOU FUCKIN SHITS 
SUCK MY DICK YOU FUCKIN SHITS 
SUCK MY DICK, SUCK MY DICK, 
SUCK MY DICK YOU FUCKIN SHITS 
SUCK THIS DICK SUCK THIS DICK SUCK THIS DICK SUCK THIS DICK SUCK 


THIS DICK SUCK THIS DICK SUCK THIS DICK SUCK THIS DICK SUCK THIS 
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DICK SUCK THIS DICK SUCK THIS DICK SUCK THIS DICK DICK DICK DICK 


DICK DICK DICK DICK DIT 000000000 IC K!!! 


He closed out the bout of hoarse yelling with a growled “Fuckerrrrhhs!” He’d put more 
zest into that than he’d expected to. 

As he relaxed back down to a remotely tolerable level of anger, and the red haze lifted 
slightly, he was able to scan the crowds’ reaction. He didn’t really care — it was just idle 
curiosity. What he saw surprised him. 

The crowd loved it, that seemed to be the case. He assumed this because, not only were 
they cheering, but they were repeating verses in a poor imitation of his booming, gruff voice, 
imitations which didn’t seem to be wielded in the manner of pure mockery, however much 
humor there was in them. Yet the activity of the crowd was perplexing. With utter abandon, 
these strange fellows were now walloping the living daylights out of one another. All across the 
dancefloor, it was like a battlefield, with flecks of spittle and blood, as well as all manner of 
other fluids, flying through the air with regularity. The sounds of meaty claps and thuds rang 
from the low ceiling of the joint, now turned into a sort of meat-tenderizing facility for the 
delicacy known as “long pig.” 

The event organizer, a shitty little fellow in a polka dot bowtie, emerged onto the stage, 
clearly nervous. “Okay everybody,” he stammered out, “for our next performer, please welcome 
Transitional Gentleman!” 

What a relief. He didn’t have to sing anymore. Stan noted the efficacy of this strategy. 
Simply cause such a ruckus that the organizers would have you off the stage in no time. 


Beautiful. He supposed the fellows from the band which now seemed to be following them, 
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would be ideal for calming folks down, with their relatively domesticated and rather boring 
songcraft. Stan went to the side and backstage, joining the rest of the group, with Mella soon 
following. They watched as Transitional Gentleman set up. The frontman was speaking with 
Dace, who was laughing. 

“Yeah,” said the fellow, “it just happens that we’re heading north too. I doubt we’re on 
the same road. With the way you guys have been cutting up, I almost hope we are. That way we 
can say, years later, that we followed around the great Destitute!” 

Dace chuckled. “Maybe not so great,” he rasped. “These guys are gonna start jumping 
down my throat if I don’t get my voice back soon. Meanwhile, I’m not needed. I’m the weakest 
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link in my own expedition!” The pair of them set into a mutual chortle at the absurdity of life. 

“Alright, wish me luck.” The purply-pompadoured fellow hopped out onstage. 

“Luck,” Dace rasped after him in a barely audible squeak. 

The band started playing, and it was quiet. For Transitional Gentleman, this was normal. 
Almost any applause they ever heard was of the polite variety, and most of the rest of the time, 
the majority of the audience was fidgeting with anticipation for a time when they wouldn’t be 
listening to Transitional Gentleman. But something was up. This wasn’t an ordinary silence. It 
was dark, heavy, beery, liquory. This silence smelled like flabby old guy sweat. It smelled like 
undermaintained public restrooms. It was gross. This silence was gross as fuck. And the 
hostility became gradually deeper and bolder, until it was unmistakable. 

A song ended. And the savages charged the stage. 

It was sickening. They pulled down the pompadoured fop first. He hollered in 


indignation. As well he might. Soon they were turning the upright bass into scraps, smashing it 


against the stage. A perfectly good instrument. It was hardly the fault of the tool that the 


688 


craftsman was lousy! In another moment, every member had been pulled into the crowd and was 
reeling in dazed pain as the punishment of the streets was being administered to them. All for 
the minor crime, nay, the mere peccadillo of poor creative abilities. This was a gross misuse of 
mob rule, a smear upon even the scanty honor of the streets, and indeed of brawling. 

These clowns had gone too far. Stan couldn’t take it anymore. 

He strode out towards the crowd. It was good to have an excuse to administer a barrelful 
of beatdowns. He was cashing in on that excuse. He knew where and how hard to hit such filth 
to inflict the most suffering, without unnecessarily killing or causing them to need special care 
for the rest of their worthless existence. Optimal pain, intelligently applied. He came unnoticed 
on the outer perimeter of the mob, and straightaway sent a barrage of fists flying into the crowd, 
scrunching faces left and right, sending men dropping with bloody noses and lumpy heads. A 
particularly large, heavy man aimed a blow at Stans’ swollen eye. He ducked the clumsy motion 
easily. Then, grabbing the fellow by his neck with one hand and his nuts with another, he picked 
him up and lifted him clear over everyone’s heads. With a forceful heave of ultramuscled arms, 
Stan tossed. The weighty projectile scattered thugs like tenpins. 

Stan strode towards the center of the foray, where the hapless purpurate bandmembers 
were still being assaulted. The entire dancefloor was a swarm of fisticuffs, but all knew by now 
to avoid harassing the big Mexican Jew. He came from behind upon a big, flabby guy, dripping 
with vile meatsweats, who was bonking the heads of the bassist and the double bassist together. 
Stan tapped him on the floppy shoulder. As the lug turned, a hyperspeed hook met his flaccid 
gut. He was mewling down on the ground in an instant. Stan continued, towards where the 
drummer was holding his own against a bearded country-fried dipshit, but getting the worst of it. 


“Hey dipshit,” Stan yelled to the attacker. “Your fly’s undone.” The bearded clown turned to 
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Stan, then looked down, upon which his gaze was met with a Mexican Jewish-style knuckle 
sandwich, moving rapidly upwards. A tooth spun through the air, and a momentary yowl could 
be heard as the goofball joined his cuzzins on the floor. Now Stan turned towards the vocalist. 

Oh, the indignity. He was in the center of a ring of six ugly thugs, who were taking turns 
administering progressively more severe wedgies to the noncombatant. A tremendous pull was 
achieved, only to be undone for the next member to take his turn. It was only a matter of time 
before the fellows’ underwear was torn to shreds. If this was these shitstains’ idea of ““combat,” 
Stan would oblige them. Almost too quick to follow, he went around the circle, pulling up on 
the back of the flabby fucks’ greasy briefs before they could begin to process what was 
happening. In the merest moment, all six members of the unhallowed circle had their stained 
underwear up over their crania, like the yellowed hoods of some indecent order of odor cultists. 
They turned to him, increasing constriction and rashiness around their oily little scrota only 
adding to their consternation. As they marched forward, trying to look menacing in their 
compromising position, Stan simply bonked their heads together one by one, sending the lot to 
the floor in three quick motions. 

All bandmembers were now gathered around Stan, breathing heavily. He looked around. 
Nobody was attempting to further harass them. Indeed, the combat was halted, if only 
temporarily. Now, with as much gusto as they had beat on one anothers’ heads, the crowd was 
sending waves of jubilation and adoration towards Vampiro Stan, yelling and carrying on as if he 
were the greatest war hero ever to walk the Earth. Stan observed, and he noticed that among 
those cheering for him were the tougher of his previous victims - the ones who had been able to 
take his pulled punches and return to their feet by this point. Indeed, these nitwits, despite their 


obvious continuing physical pain, were among his most ardent fans. What sort of town, what 
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sort of crowd, was this? Whatever was going on here, the world was not ready, and Stan was not 
willing. Yet, the greater his obvious, scowling contempt, the greater seemed to grow the 
adulation of the mob. 

It occurred to Stan that these guys thought he was somehow representing them, 
representing what they thought they stood for. It made his skin crawl. But it had an irrefutable 
logic. Of course, these losers would feel anger in their hearts. Of course, they would want to let 
it loose. Nobody listened to them. Why would they? Stan wasn’t gonna listen to them. But that 
didn’t matter. Anybody who was a working-class guy (whether or not they actually worked,) 
who was angry and violent, with rage in their hearts, and enough strength to execute the rash 
actions demanded by that rage — that person was gonna serve as their figurehead. And it 
occurred to him that in the meager brains of these estupido guys, when they attacked Transitional 
Gentleman, they weren’t attacking the band themselves, so much as what they stood for - or were 
made to stand for, by the lazy-minded misunderstanding of these greasy tools themselves. 
Though the music might have been lackluster, through all the blandness and pretention, there 
was an intelligent heart to the band. There were themes that, even if they weren’t really taken 
advantage of, were worth exploring. But intelligent exploration wasn’t what fueled the fools in 
tonight’s’ crowd. Only resentment, always resentment. The fuel of resentment was smoldering 
in the air around. 

This crowd hadn’t attacked the band because of what was bad about them. They had 
attacked Transitional Gentleman because of what was good about them. 

Stan needed to scarf down some fodder, to crawl on up to the no-doubt-roach-infested 
room and relax with his libros. He felt like he was losing brain cells just thinking about these 


people. 


691 


10. The Hyperflab Heist 


“So let me see if I have this right,” the little pharmacist said, peering over the counter towards 
Stan. “You got an exposed skull fracture two days ago, and you treated it by taping a napkin to 
it. Which you took off next morning. This is the first time you’re doing anything about it. And 
you're not planning on seeing a doctor. You’re just dropping in here, into a pharmacist, to see if 
there’s some ‘lotion or something’ you can put onto it.” 

“Doc,” said San, “we’ve got a busy schedule. It was enough waiting for you to open.” 

“T’d like to hear from this young man,” the pharmacist said. 

“Hear what?” Stan was incredulous. “Look, quack. This is the tiniest little crack. We 
want to buy some lotion or whatever from you. Now, you can give us the damn lotions, or we 
can get outta here without giving you a single cred. Is this a store or not?” 

The druggist put a hand to his face. 

“Listen, doc,” gasped Dace. “We know that it’s irresponsible. But trust me. I’m the 
nominal leader of the expedition, and we really do have important places to be. And besides the 
skull cracks and whatever, if I don’t get some help for my voice, my ‘buddies’ are gonna lynch 
me and leave me on the side of the road like common roadkill. That has nothing to do with the 
other stuff.” 

Jenks burst through the door of the small apothecary. “Gus is escaping.” 

San turned petulantly. “Well just grab him.” 

“Mella’s running after him, but he’s too damn fast. If he gets away, it could be damn bad 


news, San. We can’t risk letting that happen.” 
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San sighed. “I guess you’re right. [ll take care of it. How fast can that little fuckhole 
be?” 

“T know, I was surprised.” The pair of them left without looking back, leaving Dace and 
Stan facing the druggist. 

“Alright, okay,” the anxious fellow said. “I don’t know what you’re up to and I don’t 
need to know. It’s not my problem. Here’s an antibiotic salve. This is the bare minimum. It 
should work for your wound and eye. Keep this gauze over your wound at all times, except 
while you’re applying the salve, which should be once daily, after which you must wash the 
gauze off with soap and warm water. DO NOT put any pressure on your forehead for AT 
LEAST six months.” 

“Phfft, yeah right,” said Stan, slapping down some creds. 

Rolling his eyes, the druggist turned to Dace. “And just gargle this stuff once or twice 
daily.” He produced a small green bottle. “Fill up the lid, that’s all that should be needed. 
But... do you know of anyone with substance abuse issues?” 

“Oh buddy,” Dace wheezed. “Do I ever.” 

“Well, keep this stuff away from them. It won’t knock you right out just gargling and 
spitting it, but if you were to drink it, it can be highly addictive. Nasty stuff, really, hopefully 
theyll come up with something that works as well but isn’t habit forming.” 

“Thanks, man. What’s the damage?” The two paid up and walked out, Stan squirting 
some salve from the little tube onto his forehead, rubbing, and slapping on the gauze as they 
strolled. It was a clear, cool day. With the incredible rate of the speedmules, it wouldn’t be long 
before they entered Great Rock territory. Yet the landscape around them now was still largely 


just the same arid dustiness. Dace took a capful of the strange green fluid, gargled, spat a 
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luminous terre verte wad onto the side of the road. “Nasty initial bite, but a kinda pleasant 
aftertaste.” 

“T should let you know,” said Stan, “that I’m always watching your every move to make 
sure you don’t get up to anything.” 

“Great,” croaked Dace. “Then when something goes wrong, you can finger the 
figurehead who doesn’t have any influence on his own life anymore. But look here. Our pals 
are heading back to us, all ready to get out on the road.” 

Coming in from the barren plain outside of town, Jenks and Dingus were jogging along 
trailing behind Mella, who was looking straight upwards as she jogged. Some six meters above 
her head, San was floating along on thin air, holding Gus by his underwear in a wedgie even 
more perilous than those of the prior evening. The structural integrity of the briefs was the only 
thing preventing Gus from plummeting into, if he were lucky, Mellas’ waiting arms. It was a 
most comical sight, but the extensive levitation was clearly wearing San out. Her face was as 
near to being hangdog in its expression as Stan had yet seen. Finally, she made the carriage, 
posted at the edge of town, with ‘Roy sitting patiently in the drivers’ seat. She alighted clumsily, 
spilling Gus over the pebbly ground, and the three others piled in on him as San went over to 
lean on the wooden frame and catch her breath. 

Dace and Stan strolled up casually. Dace looked up at ‘Roy. “Hey Merc, how’s it 
hangin’. Dingus still not driving?” 

“Tt’s not even a question,” ‘Roy replied with a grimace. “Ask Mella about what she 
discovered when that fink spy spilled the luggage all over. And see, as I’ve seen, what your 


assurances of driver safety are worth.” 
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Daces’ face darkened, as if a personal stormcloud were encamped over it. “Shit,” he 
muttered softly, with emotion much deeper than anger. What the problem might be, he could 
well guess. 

He went over to where the rest of the party was clustered, with Stan following closely. 
Jenks and Dingus were busy tying up Gus, with Jenks clearly doing the most work towards this 
end. Mella was waging her finger and proclaiming “‘No peanuts for the whole day,” as Gus wept 
like a baby in the throes of a tantrum. Dace waited, taking deep breathes. When the sniveling 
Gus was finally bound like a rotisserie chicken, Dace addressed Mella. “What happened with 
the luggage?” 

“Okay.” Mella took an audible deep breath, closed her eyes a moment, and composed 
herself as much as she could. “So I had just taken Gus for walkies, and when he went potty he 
found a sharp rock. He cleverly stowed it in his sneakers. When we got back I found out about 
it, but he was able to dodge around me and everyone else. It’s hard to explain. He goes really 
quick. He had been in the back and he had sneakily been rifling around the luggage. I guess he 
maybe wanted his belt back? At first I thought he was looking for peanuts, but Jenks says it was 
probably the belt thingy.” 

“What did you find?” Dace asked impatiently. 

“I’m getting to that. Will you let me??... There was a bunch of fuukoe flower sown into 
the lining of Dingus’ luggage.” 

“SHIT.” 

“T know. I know.” 

“T gotta say this is predictable,” said Stan. “It’s just the wages of weakness and 


degeneracy.” 
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Dingus lunged at Stan. Mella gripped him around the middle, easily holding him. To 
Stan she yelled, “Shush!” 

San looked over at Stan with disdain. “Fuck you, Stan,” she said sneeringly. 

“HEY!” yelled Stan. “WHO HELPED YOU OUT LAST NIGHT?! FUCK YOU! 
FUCK YOU!” 

“Everybody,” Jenks rumbled, “for Heavens’ sake, let’s calm down, calm down. One 
thing at a time. Dingus, ignore Stan. What do you have to say for yourself?” 

“You guys never had no problems with the fuuk before.” Dingus’ eyes darted about in 
counter-accusatory paranoia. 

“God damn it, Dingus,” said Dace in a nasty, hissing rasp, “I know you’re stupid, but for 
once in your God damn life, try to have a single damn thought in that head of yours. How can 
you Safely steer the carriage if you bring that stuff on the road? It takes two full days to leave the 
system. Meanwhile, we’re gonna be going around on snowy mountain roads, we let you take the 
‘drine powder already, you can’t stop drinking, you got all that shit floating around at once... 
God damn it...” He ended in a breathy wheezing hiss. 

“Don’t overwork that voice, dearie,” said San, her eyes reflecting the seriousness of the 
overall situation. 

“Yeah,” Dingus whined, still in the immovable clutches of Mella, “and meanwhile you 
got an old guy driving around.” 

“He’s not just any ordinary elderly driver,” said Jenks. “You know that, Dingus.” 

“T don’t even know you, man,” said Dingus. 

“Do we really have,” said Jenks, “to know one another’s’ life stories to be able to agree 


that it’s unsafe to drive with fuukoe flower in your system? Come on now. These speedmules 
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are good animals, but they can’t correct for just any mistakes you might make when you’re 
tripping out on the road.” 

“T wasn’t tripping out on the road,” wailed Dingus. 

“We put our trust in you,” wailed Dace thinly. “And you’re fucking up our reputation.” 

“He’s right,” said Mella mournfully. 

“Okay,” said Jenks. “So we’re in agreement that Dingus can’t be trusted to drive. I'll 
drive if it comes to it, though ‘Roy’s doing a fine job. Now I have a proposal, that I wanna put to 
vote. I say we keep Dingus on the bass, and not give him any other responsibilities for the time 
being. And we burn those fuukoe flowers, and any more than we may find stashed here or 
there.” 

Dingus’ eyes widened. He looked like he’d just been told he had one day left to live. 

“T second that,” whispered Dace. “But it aint enough. We gotta take away his ‘drines 
and not let him drink.” 

Dingus began uncontrollably retching and gasping. 

“T second that notion,” said Jenks. Down the line, everybody said, “Aye” (including 
Gus.) 

“T think we know what ‘Roy will think,” said Jenks. “Okay. San, you up to a little minor 
pyromancy?” 

“Easiest shit in magic,” she said. “Ill go round all the stuff up and roast it.” She picked 
up the wriggling Gus and walked to the back of the carriage. Soon she was back, minus Gus, but 
plus two fistfuls of prime narcotics. She walked a short ways out, casually carrying hundreds of 
creds worth of merchandise. Locating a barren spot of dust among the dry, sparse grass, she set 


it all down in a pile and stuck her finger into said pile, leaving it there for a solid minute. Then 
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she quickly strode back to the group. “Everyone keep your distance,” she said. “You do not 
want to breathe that stuff in when it lights up.” 

“Will it start burning soon?” asked Mella. 

And then, as Dingus watched, his world went up in flames. 

“Let’s just stay watch a moment,” said San, “in the off chance a freak wind blows some 
of it onto the grass. Fire safety and all. It won’t be long.” 

The glass of the ‘drine bottles poped noisily. The fuukoe flower evaporated in an instant 
in the flames. They rose, thin and anticlimactic. A few puffs of dark grey smoke, a burnt spot in 
the dust, and it was over. Dingus’ face was a death mask. He was falling down a bottomless 
well. It was indescribable, an uncomplicated, fathomless instinctual revolt. The end of 
everything, plain and simple. 

Still holding him, Mella tossed him into the carriage. Everyone else piled in behind. 
“Alright, driver,” Dace croaked up to ‘Roy. “Step on it!” As the cart moved out from town, and 
everyone else closed their eyes and tried to relax, Dingus looked this way and that like a 
comered animal. There was nothing to do, nowhere to go. In nasty vindictive pain, he hissed, 
“Curse you guys — curse you all — fuck you to Hell for this.” 

“Shut the fuck up, Dingus,” everyone said in near-unison. 


To Stan, it was sweet, sweet music. 


The day rolled on, tedious kilometers of road endlessly endless. Stan felt certain he wouldn’t be 
able to sleep in the cart, after snoozing so many hours yesterday. How wrong he was. Watching 
the dyspeptic twitching of Dingus, he found himself hypnotized by the rhythm of the road. 


Everyone was lost in their own little worlds. The group loneliness in that cart was a real matter. 
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Stan closed his eyes, and he felt the rhythm of the road, and he thought that he might be lifted 
beyond the grip of the Earth, floating off into space. He remembered when he was a child, 
untested nerves clear as a mountain stream. When he lay on his cot at the end of the day, it felt 
like he was floating. But years pass, and the feeling fades, gets harder and harder to bring back. 

Is that what Dingus felt when he stuck those fuukoe flowers into his nostrils? Like a 
child again, with clear nerves, floating, free of the confines of Earth and the years? 

This life was cruel and ruthless. 

The sleep set in, a product of the hypnosis from the road rhythm. But it was uneasy. A 
clutter of thoughts assailed his tired mind. Parts of him were wholly asleep, others wide awake. 
What secret connections did his mind form, there in that static beyond conventional time frames? 

He found himself on a black road, in a black landscape, with a starless black sky above. 
The way was lit periodically by old brass streetlights. So someone else had been here before. 
He walked endlessly, feeling a wintry chill. Finally, he came to a black bench on the side of the 
road. On it, Garcia sat. Stan took a place beside his pal. 

“Hey bro,” he said to Garcia, his tone friendly. ““What’s up with you?” 

“Same stuff, bro,” Garcia declared. They sat in silence for some moments. 

“Some real exciting stuff happening on my adventures,” San said after a while. 

“Like what?” 

“T’m playing some rock and roll music, and the people love it. Also I found a new 
method. Really great technique. It’s ancient.” 

“You wrestled any since we talked?” 

“No. Not officially. But some street fighting. I’m keeping from getting rusty. How 


‘bout you?” 
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“Yeah. Just a little.” 

“Hey. I hope we can see each other often.” 

“T never heard you say nothing like that before.” 

“Well, you know, adventures make you more open-minded. You should try it.” 

“Yeah. Maybe so. Cynthia might like to hit the road.” 

“T forgot that that was her name.” 

“Of course you did.” 

“Listen, Garcia. I won’t rag on you any more about that. That was silly of me.” 

Garcia looked hard at Stan. “Bro, people like us always get the short end of the stick. 
‘Least you aint stupid like me. But we’re still so similar, in other ways. Like, we can’t cut it ina 
world of little shits who just push paper all day. You know what I’m saying?” 

“Boy, I know exactly what you’re saying.” Something about Garcia got to Stans’ heart, 
he realized. Somehow, right now, he was being able to realize things. Was it this place, or just 
him? 

“We always gotta make our own way, and fight for every step of it. You learn to be 
mistrustful. So when you say, y’know, ‘Don’t trust women’ and all that nonsense, I wanna 
scream, but I know where that’s coming from. I really do. I don’t wanna know, but I know 
where that’s coming from.” 

“You aint stupid, bro.” 

“And so, you know, when you say stuff like that, I wish you wouldn’t say stuff like that, 
but if you have to say it, say it here. Because out there, they don’t understand. They might think 
you’re a psychopath, they might think you’re gonna chop women up and stuff, with all your 


carrying on about ‘Darkness’ and ‘Hunt’ and whatnot. That stuff sounds crazy as fuck, bro. But 
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I know you wouldn’t chop anybody up, as didn’t have it coming to ‘em. I know you’re not like 
that. So just, be careful. Because not always is everybody gonna understand, when you just tell 
them whatever. Not everybody knows what it’s like to live out here. In this wilderness that we 
live in, striving to make our own lives. Nothin’ handed to us, no handouts, no handouts. If you 
haven’t gone through that, then you just don’t know what to think when a guy like you says the 
kinda stuff you say. And I’m gonna be totally honest, don’t think I’m a pussy. But I worry 
about you. I aint your mammy, but still I worry about you, as a friend.” There was a look of 
strain as Garcia said this. 

“Naw, bro. Don’t ever feel that way. Don’t worry. Because I say some stuff, and some 
of it I strongly believe in, and some of it is probably just stupid shit. But remember, bro. I chose 
this. I’m having an adventure. And I’m growing as a person, Garcia. I needed that. You feel 
me? I never thought stuff like this, but now I’m thinking it and it’s making me grow, as a 
person. So if they lynch me or I die tomorrow, I was doing the right thing. I was doing it right. 
You feel me?” 

Garcia nodded. “I feel you, bro.” And Stan knew that within that meaty head, there was 
something special. 

“T want you to remember that you aint stupid, dawg, don’t listen to anybody on that. And 
you know how many libros P’ve read. But I know for a certifiable fact that you aint stupid. 
Never forget.” 


Too soon, the dream faded. 


Stan found his dreamform floating above jagged peaks encased in ice. Lightening flashed from 


the constantly swirling cloud vortexes above. The Earth far below was buried in haze and 
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distance. One peak, sharper and higher than the rest, caught his attention. He floated towards it 
along the screaming winds. Atop it, a phalanx of icicles reached to a cube of solid ice. Deep 
within this faintly luminous ice cube — did Stan hear a sort of musical humming emanating from 
it, during those brief moments when the wind let up? — there was a shiny object. 

“Geetings, boy. Geetings geatly.” 

It had come from the top of the ice block. Stan floated up to find a small elderly figure in 
a monastic-looking robe, seated on the edge of the cube, skinny sandaled legs dangling over the 
edge, their flesh purpurate. The character was small, hunched. Stan observed the face. The 
ears, cheeks and snout, as well as other aspects of the contours, were like those of the bulldog. 
For the mouth, there was a protruding bill exactly like that of the platypus. The eyes were small, 
round and dirty-black. Upon closer inspection, Stan saw that they were compound eyes, like 
those of an insect. A low humming came from the bill, presaging a speaking that emitted from 
that vocal appendage like a wind, revealing no external motion. 

“Mmmmmhhhmmmm. Geeting Cild. We gooa tak. Ax splananhhhhhaahh.” 

“Try harder, spirit, to make yourself comprehensible.” 

“AaaaahhhAAAUUG. I unairsaaand yew. Boy, you’re quite right, my accent can be too 
thick. Accident by my-accent. True truth-ly. Try once more. I am Jazzy Bryce. You do your 
best to know me, a Jazzy Man, great fellow, true worksmanship is my favour to an undeniable 
indubitably worthy cause. Mmmmhh. I see that the fate has done good, you coming my way. 
Bryce is gonna work you out! That speck in this cube, it hasn’t even been created yet. Soon, I 
like to bring that forth!” The odd fellow parted his bill slightly to allow a rollicking laugh to 
issue forth. “Gah hahaha hahaha ahahahagggahhh! YES. You! You might grab that craft. For 


a special one, when you give it to him, the cause of rock and roll become more youthful and 
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rebellious than before. But remember. Sax can only exist for rock and roll for a limited time, 
must then return to jazz. But for all time, emit wonderous music.” 

“Jazzy Bryce. Does my dreaming mind play tricks on me?” A thunderous cacophony of 
eyeball-searing lightening flashed all around at that moment. “That accent is nearly unbearable, 
but your craftsmanship 1s the stuff of legend. I hadn’t known if you were supposed to be alive or 
dead. I do remember reading, in my perusals of libros on Jazzy clan history, that you took your 
later residence among the Great Rock peaks.” 

“Yaaaas child. It’s so. And a legendary sax is what you must get. So stay tune! I’ll see 
you shall reach this summit. Hell and high water can go to Hell, you’ll be here. Trust truth. 
And give it, of course, to that man, of course, the Jazzmaster. ‘Jenks’ will be the greatest at jazz, 
greatest of this age! Oh, thrilling times! Thrilling times! When Jazzmaster Jenks plays that 
golden instrument, the Iliosax.” 

In a rather horrifying moment, the compound eyes of Jazzy Bryces’ head began to 
expand in size, not through biologically engorgement - but rather, as if the component atoms, 
taken altogether, were magically being enlarged. This spooky effect was met with a burst of 
laughter more raucous than before, necessitating a greater opening of the bill. And as the Bryce 
eyes bounced up and down in size, and the spookily manic Bryce cackling filled Stans’ ears, 
clouds of swirling mist closed about his vision, and he felt himself transported into deeper sleep, 


leaving his many questions unanswered. 


Stan tried to wake up, to be rid of the constant dream-delirium. Instead, he saw all of the 


Statelands, all at once. And a strange voice began granting him uncouth insights. 


Look at this land, it said. Be honest with yourself. Who does this land belong to? 
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The scum, the lowlifes, the nobodies, the junkies, the hobos, the loitering shiftless navel 
gazers, aimless fools with no direction, flitting around the landscape like butterflies or ghosts. 
The types that look at you funny if you give more than a split-seconds’ notice to them. Like, 
“What are you trying to prove by realizing I exist? You think that makes you special?” 

The vision retreated in time, far, far back, while still holding all the Statelands within its 
purview. There were very few buildings. Forests, open plains, endless hordes of buffalo. The 
beauty was almost unbearable. The time-travel ground to a halt. After a short pause, it went 
forward again, at a much slower, steadier pace. Stan saw all the details. He saw development. 
Relentless, inexorable. The voice continued, just as relentless. 

Look at them. Look at this land. Look at the landscape. All of it. Look at the different 
places, not only where you’re supposed to look, but the whole thing. Look, and tell me who this 
land is suited for. Tell me who is the natural inhabitant of this landscape. Show me a place off 
the thin rails of state-sponsored daily life, outside of that thin minute region in which you’re 
expected to operate, and tell me that this landscape isn’t perfectly suited for junkies and hobos, 
for butterflies and ghosts. A “public place,” such as a park or a river-walk, is designed. Neglect 
its upkeep for two years, a year, a half-year, a month. Neglect the constant, niggling, busybody 
upkeep of anything around here for a split-second. The true character shows immediately. All 
of these things you’re building are just hobo hangouts waiting to happen. 

All the things you ever have built, the things you’re building, everything you ever will 
build, they’re just hangout spots for hobos and junkies, waiting to happen (if they haven’t 
happened already.) 


Why is that? 
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Now, the carriage was rocketing towards the Great Rocks. It was flying across the arid plains, 
and the temperature was already dropping. Something had put a new level of urgency into the 
speedmules’ charge. Hooves pounded. The foothills were becoming visible, and there were 
more trees, spooky, scraggly specimens. This was a transitional land. But it was no place for 
gentlemen. It was no place for anyone, at that time. 

The hooves came to a screeching clattering halt, nearly flipping the cart over at high 
speed. It plopped back down, its contents and inhabitants slowly settling. “What’s the deal?” 
yelled Jenks. “’Roy? What’s going on up there.” 

‘Roy poked his head back. “Bad news, folks. We got company.” 

“Bandits?” wheezed Dace. “This late in the season?” 

“That’s what it looks like.” 

“They must be desperate,” Dace panted, concern furrowing his brow. “This looks bad.” 

San looked at Jenks. “You got your nunchaku?” 

He pulled them out from under a cushion. “Just been waiting for the right time. Guys, 
me, San and Stan will go out and take care of this. Everyone else defend the cart. Use your 
wrist crossbows if necessary, but don’t waste bolts, and sure don’t hit us three in the back of the 
head! Got it?” 

The rest of the expedition nodded lamely. The trio stepped out, and turned to face the 
direction where the road blockage was occurring. What they saw, revolted them. 

It was the borderland between scraggly plain and melancholy foothill. Stunted pale- 
green grass covered the Earth. Ahead, a human (or humanoid) blockade of massive flab 
prevented further progress. The wall of flesh was a wall indeed. Gobs of globular fat. Massive 


floppy flab wads being thrown out like deadly taffy, pure sport of weighty corpulence. The 


705 


brigands were attired in... something. Sweaty. Scant. Discolored. And their breath smelled 
like assholes. Because they’d been eating everything. Absolutely everything. Stan had known 
there’s been anger. He’d known. 

He hadn’t known. 

Now, there was anger. There was flab, and there was anger. First comes the flab. 
Stressful situations. High cholesterol, high trans-fat, high added sugar, yeah, maybe. Whatever. 
The stress. The stress. The strees. The streeeeeeees. The strose. 

It was too much for some people. When a certain quantity of life-adversity is reached, 
the victim may graduate from high flab to kiloflab. This level of flab was common throughout 
the Time of the Hungry Ghosts. It was then that the arts of higher flab were perfected. 

Intense pressure, ever intensifying. The victim is beset by a desire to return to a 
comforting womb, childhood innocence, search for a wholesomeness which never existed. Self- 
pity. The desire for a warm nest, a cocoon, a defense from the hurt of outside, cushion against 
the nerve-rending winds of harsh outer evil. The strains on the body pull the kiloflabby flesh to 
its’ limits. Once the kiloflab state had been reached, if there’s uninterrupted continuation of the 
same states of stress, it’s only natural that the impressive megaflab state will be attained. 

Megaflab. All movement a chore. Dramatic health consequences. Too many ailments to 
list. Mobility not an option, physical exercise becomes extremely challenging, giving slower- 
than-normal results that increase the feeling of trapped-ness in the megaflab victim and ensure 
the numbers who escape from this state remain extremely limited. A high-flab condition by even 
the most extreme standards. It requires increasingly immense levels of stress to pull the human 


body even further. 
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Ultraflab. Unending pressure and despair. Hormonal anarchy, glandular Ragnarok. 
Utterly changed body and mind. The heart and indeed the entire circulatory system becomes a 
ticking time bomb. It’s highly improbable that one could escape this deadly trap, even with the 
aid of dangerous and painful daredevil surgical procedures. The condition of flab becomes not a 
mere feature of the body, but its’ defining trait. This is the point at which a human will no longer 
see things in terms of “stress” and “pressure,” but rather as a matter of more time and less time, 
before inevitable shame and crushing doom, which must be hid from — but the only hiding place 
left, is further into the endless flab. 

Gigaflab. Humanity is altered into something unfamiliar, rather like the strange denizens 
of Muscle Beach — a new direction of development. Such strains cannot leave sanity intact. The 
miracle of flesh, to be able to withstand the most impossible galactic pressures, against all reason 
and decency to continue in a state expanded, stretched out, bloated and taffy-like, an ecosystem 
of screaming flab that’s sentient in some other, new manner, pulled floppily and saggily to the 
ultimate reaches of corpulence, without form, stretchy, ponderous in the face of an incredulous 
gravity. At this point, an event horizon is crossed. There can be no going back, no matter what. 
Ultraflabbiness is just around the corner to the gigaflabby. The key difference is that, in 
gigaflabbiness, all remaining memory of existence prior to uttermost flab is finally extinguished, 
and all alien components are fully consolidated. 

Hyperflab. Few have ever witnessed it. In the history of flab, even within the golden era 
of the Time of the Hungry Ghosts, it was mostly a whispered legend. Almost all organic life is 
extinguished by the great strains and pressures of the ultra/gigaflab, long before hyperflabbity 
can be attained. What does it even look like? 


But now, it was unmistakable. Hyperflabbity was staring the trio in the face. 
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The size of houses, certainly. Eighteen of them, arranged in a wall, fully blocking all 
traffic. These entities could eat anything. Stan did not doubt they ate living humans as a snack, 
when given the opportunity. And the flab screamed. It was hyperflab. Oh, great goodness alive, 
protect us from such monstrosity. It was clear what the distinguishing trait was, horribly, 
paralyzingly clear. Only one thing could justify a designation more monstrous than 
ultra/gigaflab. 

Perpetual flab growth, until death. 

The ultra/gigaflabby victim reaches the point of ultimate flab, and the cells, the 
physiological “frame” — if such an amorphous and stretchy thing can be called by that name — 
settles, understanding that it has reached a near-lethal point. What must be the lifespan of the 
hyperflabby? Measured in days, surely. Yet here they were. Eighteen of them, at one time, in 
one place, enormous walls of unwholesome flesh. Their breath was sulfuric clouds of pollution. 
Every movement caused noisome jiggling. They wore their hair in purple mohawks, excepting 
the leader, whose mohawk was green. And, standing there in the roadway, they all screamed, 
they screamed, they screamed and screamed and screamed. 

They screamed. 

They raged. And they beat their gelatinous upper appendages against their 
hypergelatinous sides. Their existence was rage, it was angst, stress and torment and an inability 
to comprehend the cruel irony of their fate, that the physical fortress of flesh they had attempted 
to construct had turned against them, and what was supposed to be the armor that kept the evils 
out, had turned into the personal torture chamber from which there was no escaping. Rage, angst 
— they would die soon. Meanwhile, they screamed high-pitched battle screams of a shrill 


overwhelming discontent that consumed all, ultimate perversion of the will to power. 
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How had this happened? Were the tattered, dejected remnants of CentralGov so 
desperate that they would be brought to this? No, it didn’t make sense to construct soldiers that 
could only live a few days. This was something wholly new. At that moment, though Stan hated 
to admit it - even if just to himself - he could have used a marijuana cigarette. But no. Just as 
well he didn’t have one. He’d need all his senses functioning at their fullest. 

Now, the leader of the bandits was waddling forward, his incredible width making the 
hyperflab that constituted his very being to flap like an indecent sail against the momentum of 
his progress. As he waddled, he pointed. He wasn’t simply screaming, he was screaming at. 
And the at of his screaming, was San. He had identified an alien creature, opposite to his 
hyperflab. No words came from that horrendous maw, but the intention was clear. 
Consumption. Upon seeing this, his henchmen followed quickly after him. 

San came forward and began chanting. In a short time, every rock in the area was flying 
into the flabfolds of the bandits all around, seeming to be consumed. But not without effect. 
The bandits were either immobilized, or only able to inch forward at an extremely sluggish pace. 

“Gentlemen,” San called to the bandits. “The rocks love doing this sort of thing. It 
hardly takes any effort on my part. I suggest you surrender and allow us to pass unmolested. I 
really don’t want us to have to bring your few remaining days to such an ignoble end.” 

In response, the leader grunted, and a flank of globular flab shot from his midsection as 
from a great slingshot. At the farthest point outward, the globule ejected a stone before 
kertwanging back in. It flew at hyperspeed towards Sans’ head. She caught it nonchalantly. 
“Wanna try that with all the rocks?” she asked coyly. “Go ahead.” 

Every bandit ejected every rock withing them in much the same manner, ejecting them in 


all directions. ‘Roy caught one that would’ve injured a speedmule. Jenks knocked three away 
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with his nunchaku. Stan grabbed two from the air. Three flew back towards San, who closed 
her eyes and allowed the rocks to halt and levitate right in front of her. Five bandits were 
accidentally brained by the stones as they flew randomly, their heads popping like pimples, 
sections of cranial wreckage sprinkling the area. The three rocks that Jenks hit all flew back and 
brained their launchers in the same manner. San flicked her wrists, and the three floating rocks 
rocketed back with greater momentum, decapitating their victims, sending lumpy mohawked 
heads flipping wildly through the air to shatter like watermelons on the ground. Stan took aim, 
and sent his rocks on unpredictable arcs, curveballs that struck the heads they hit into a meaty 
pink-red mist that trailed after them like gruesome comet tails. The bodies of the thirteen 
deceased bandits immediately slunk down like massive wads of bleu cheese, decaying rapidly, 
flies actually emerging from the flesh where they had become trapped, buzzing about confusedly 
before falling down dead themselves, killed by shock. All that was left were flesh-wrapper pools 
of putrescence. The five remaining bandits, including the leader, looked around. It was 
impossible to decipher their facial expressions, if indeed they had such things. Then they 
screamed, and charged. 

Dace, Mella and Dingus filled one charging bandits’ head full of bolts from their wrist- 
mounted mini crossbows, making it into a nightmare pincushion. Finally, the glutton collapsed, 
pierced in the right eye and left nostril, with two bolts in the tongue, and multiple others in all 
sorts of unpleasant spots. He quickly decomposed. Jenks came upon a bandit and whipped his 
nunchaku with such intricate frenzy that the hyperflab seemed caught in a hurricane-force gale. 
Still, the flab reconstituted, kept coming. But not forever. Jenks was whacking with such force 
that he was creating a nest, like the eye of a hurricane, closing in on the small space wherein the 


vestigial internal organs resided. Now, he whacked the heart, the lungs, the liver, the spleen, the 
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intestines, popping them apart like puffball wisps. With the destruction of the innards, the flab 
spun off in all directions, finally losing all connectivity and fragmenting. The head dropped 
straight down, where Jenks whacked it into pink-red dust with a swift downward stroke. A 
bandit approached San. She leapt up and grabbed its’ head by the nostrils. She continued to rise, 
and the hyperflabby neck stretched as she went higher, higher. Finally, like overstretched taffy, 
it gave with a small snap, plocking back down into the now useless body. As San floated back 
down, she flung the head far afield, where it popped against the side of some foothill. 

The leader approached Stan, with his main lackey to one side. They closed in like a meat 
vice. Stan took a deep breath. As they were near to grabbing him, he darted toward the lackey — 
and disappeared into the folds of hyperflab. There was a confused pause. Then Stan emerged 
from the other side, gripping a wad of stretchy flab. He ran a space and began to swing it around 
like a sling. The dermal air currents of hyperflab contain incredible chaotic potential. He 
reveled in the sense of power. With such gales of power to manipulate, it was like taking candy 
from a baby. What caused such dermal airpower to gather onto hyperflab? The answer could 
teach immeasurably valuable lessons about the nature of the currents. But it would likely never 
be known, not without profane and unethical experimentation. 

Grunting, Stan swung. The ultraflab shot out and around the leaders’ neck, then back and 
around the grunts’, and on and on, lassoing the two necks together, swinging around inward in a 
spiral that brought the two heads closer together, bopping into each other, squeezed, necks 
squeezed together, tighter, tighter, until at last both heads popped off and rolled down the flab 
mountains of their bodies and onto the ground. The whole mess decayed ultrafast. 


“Wow,” croaked Dace, surveying the carnage. “That is some gross shit.” 
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There was a strong change in the landscape. With the water from the mountains, everything was 
much greener. Trees were more and more common. The terrain became hilly indeed. The 
speedmules didn’t let up on their pace, radiating relief after leaving behind the foul carcasses of 
the poor, maddened hyperflabby victims whose quick deaths could, rather horribly, be 
considered an act of mercy on the party’s part (besides the moral reality that those guys might’ve 
gone on to eat a bunch of kids or something.) Everyone was happy to be clopping well-away 
from that charnel house of dismay. But that relief didn’t translate to laxness of pace. They were 
anxious to be at their journeys’ end before nightfall. Thank Yabadazzlar for good, quick 
speedmules, thought Stan. 

Mountains loomed, great, rocky. There was natural majesty here, no mistake. The 
patterns of melting snow-flow upon the hard grey surfaces of the crags were like some unknown 
script of cryptic nature, telling of powerful secrets not accessible to lesser comprehension. To 
Stan, this seemed like a good place, a pure place, a place for the Hunt. In places where only the 
strong were able to survive, wholesome Darkness could really flourish. Yet, he was afraid the 
weakness of certain of his colleagues was rubbing off on him. He found himself thinking more 
of warm hearths than of glorious kills. There was a chill about this air, and it was more than just 
the bracing mountain cleanliness. An entire band of hyperflabby bandits? Something was rotten 
in the state of the Great Rock Mountain Range. 


And still, nobody thought to check on Gus. 


“Listen, man. You do not wanna follow those guys. They’re crazy!” 
The kiloflabby spy smelled miserable, where he spilled over the seat of his reclining bike, 


of which a still-tied-up Gus was now sitting in the passenger car like a nervous indigo egg. The 
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guy had snuck in while the adventurers were preoccupied with their bandit problem, had grabbed 
Gus, and had retreated before being noticed. A smooth, pro-level operation. He wore the very 
same spy uniform, complete with utility belt — Gus mentally cursed at the fact that he still didn’t 
have one, while the mechanized adventurers now had two. Behind an inconspicuous boulder 
along the side of the road, the sleek black reclining bike had been hidden. The flabby spy had 
introduced himself with a halitosis cloud, saying his name was Collins, he’d been sent from HQ, 
and that he’d decide what to do with Gus later. That had been it. They had been off to follow 
the carriage. There was no immediate concern with being spotted - they must have been going at 
about a fourth of the carriages’ speed. 

“How are we even supposed to catch up with them anyway? And in the unlikely instance 
we do, you’ll have opportunity to regret it. I don’t even know what you need me for, it you’re 
just gonna keep me tied up.” He sniffled violently. 

“Oh,” Collins said in his baritone voice, “You'll see, Gus. I won’t keep you tied up 
forever. You'll have opportunity to redeem yourself yet. Just you wait and see.” In the chill 


wind, Gus thought he heard a bloodcurdling chuckle. 


“Oh, come on,” San said. “Guys like that are a dime a dozen.” 

Evening was falling upon the hills as Jenks frantically sorted through the luggage to make 
sure nothing was missing. “I know that,” he said. “And you’ll also be telling me about how he 
didn’t know shit about us to take back to his masters, and about how difficult itll be to follow us 
through these mountains anyway, and I know all that too, but I can’t believe we could so easily 


lose a prisoner. I really have gotten rusty these years, more so than I’d thought.” 
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“Well I haven’t. And I’m telling you that Gus is probably more of a liability to his 
masters than anything. We could’ve decided to jettison him back there and it would’ve seemed 
like a normal idea. Plus, we still have these cool belts.” She leaned against the wagon, toying 
idly with one of the utility belts. “Given time and some consultation, I bet I can get it to where 
we can spy in on their frequencies, undetected.” 

“You keep talking about your friend and ‘correspondence’ and ‘consultation.’ I know 
you're a powerful Wiccan. That stuff with the rocks was crazy, and I’ve never known anyone 
who can levitate like you can. But how do you keep up with all these people when we’re 
rocketing down the road at a hundred kilos? Do you have magical correspondence powers?” 

San looked around. The rest of the group was milling about, save Dace, who’d gone into 
the ramshackle mountain inn to check in and see what the deal was with the inn’s stables being 
locked. The sky was a wounded purple behind the poverty-marked plywood huts of the 
altitudinous village. She leaned in, keeping her voice low, but careful not to seem conspiratorial. 

“This group probably isn’t ready for that revelation. But I'll tell you at some point, when 
I know we have total privacy. I shoulda done so sooner.” 

“Ts this some’a that dream business? I want nothing to do with it, you know that. The 
circadian rhythm is sacred.” 

“Yeah, that’s why I didn’t say anything. You’re the one guy here I could let in on the 
scoop, and you’re unfortunately too lame.” 

“Try too sensible.” 

“Lame, sensible, same difference really. Anyway, you know I respect your convictions. 
C’mon, don’t act like you don’t know when I’m fooling with ya. The main point is, my buddy I 


told you about — the one whose bloodstream is like eighty percent ginseng tea — he’s let me in on 
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a scoop having to do with some fungus up in these mountains. I don’t wanna say too much 
before I know the full deal. Long story short, though, it might help us a lot in our travelling.” 
“But you can’t say how? And I assume we have to go out of our way for this.” 

“Not really. ‘Least I don’t think, since me and Stan are headed up that way anyhow.” 

“Up where?” 

“To get you a present.” 

Jenks’ face reddened slightly. “You know I don’t play the saxophone these days.” He 
knew San Wortle well enough to divine her intention by the tone of her voice. 

“Well look at it this way. I’m not giving away what the gift is. But if it was a musical 
gift, and you didn’t want to play it, you could always just hold onto it to remember the good 
times we’re having on this trip. Then later, if you got a wild musical hair, the instrument would 
be right there for you. Checkmate.” She grinned with self-satisfied triumph. 

“San Wortle. You diabolical mother fucker. So you think you’re gonna get me to play 
sax again?” 

“Like I said, it’s really just up to you what you do or don’t play. With gifts, it’s the 
thought that counts.” She batted her eyelashes in a wild parody. 

“Son of a bitch,” Jenks muttered. “What have I got myself into this time?” 

Dace jogged towards the group. “Everything’s worked out! The asshole stable boy was 
dozing by the fire. Come on in, we’re playing before too long. San, are you ready for that 
duet?” His voice was mostly normal, but there was still a slight crackliness. 

“Thanks, dearie, but rest your voice tonight and let the tonic work. We’ll do the duet 


next show.” 
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Stan wandered into the inn, another crummy one. The Statelands were truly a nation of 
shitbag saloons. It was too dimly lit, like all the others. The immediate impression was made, 
however, not by the digs, but by the many patrons, most of them kiloflabby, all of them 
extremely hairy. This was an unusual group, a community of heavily bearded men and daintily 
bearded women who had the bearing and demeanor of cavepeople in denim. Stan briefly 
wondered if it was some sort of tribal identity, or just a regional irregularity in the populace. He 
knew of no pattern like this outside of this small town. He was deathly-weary from the dull 
drive and the exertion of the bandit fight, a feeling he knew was shared by the rest of the party. 
He hoped the set would start and end soon so they could get it over with. 

Johnny had followed him in unnoticed, dodging through the flabby legs of the crowd. 
Evidently, there wasn’t much to do on an evening like this in whatever village this was, because 
most of the populace seemed to have crowded themselves into the saloons’ brown confines. 
Johnny snuck up to Stan where he sat on a stool at the crowded counter, and sheepish tugged on 
his trouser leg. Stan looked down. “Careful,” he chided the guitar, lifting him up to his lap. 
“You shouldn’t just run around anywhere! What if one of these big guys stepped on you?” The 
guitar shuddered slightly. 

The dapper barkeep appeared, sporting an enormous curlicued mustache. “One ginseng 
tea,” Stan said glumly. It was in front of him in moments. He smelled it, letting it steep longer 
than normal, trying to allow the days’ weariness to slog off. There was a little tray of spicy 
peanuts nearby. Knowing that he was at no risk of ordering more drinks because of them, he 
took a handful and popped them in his mouth. Chewing, he took a sip of the tea. 

And immediately, he felt a flood of emotion which he couldn’t quite identify. What was 


this sensation, if not one of nostalgia? He grabbed another peanut, just one, heavily coated with 
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seasoning, and popped it in his mouth, as if performing an experiment. Then he took another sip 
of the tea. Yes. There it was again. Some combination of factors within these flavors was 
stimulating a powerful nostalgia, long buried. But he couldn’t directly recall, in all the annals of 
his wanderings, where he had eaten spicy peanuts and drank ginseng tea like this before — where 
he had felt this way. It was such a likely combination, it could have been anywhere. But though 
he was never averse to spicy nuts, and he certainly liked ginseng, the most likely place to have a 
combination of both would be in a saloon or bar of some sort. And he was never a bar person. 

Now, deep within the dungeons of his mind, a memory was rattling the bars. And, 
through some crumbling of the masonry, it had escaped. It was winding its’ way upwards. But 
there was a long way to go. A long, long way to go. Those mental dungeons stretched to the 
lengths of the known universe, far more than could ever be tapped. How huge is a human 
memory? Eventually, it must collapse in on itself. This is more than entropy. 

The memory ran. It ran through dark corridors, attempting its’ impossible escape. And 
slowly, slowly, it rose. It dashed up the endless spiral steps of the mind, endless, winding, 
exhausting. Carefully, almost clinically, Stan pincered another nut between thumb and 
forefinger. Meditatively, he brought it to his mouth. Contemplatively, he sipped the steaming 
ginseng fluid. He closed his eyes. And he felt. Felt all of those long steps, all of that impossible 
dark climbing, and the abnormally sharp sensations, the powerful feelings that were attached to 
no image. 

And the prisoner escaped to the light. And the images came. 

“Stan, we’re on.” It was San. “Boom, boom, boom, we’ll go through the set, it should be 


forty-five minutes tops. C’mon.” 
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Stan turned in dismay. He walked up to the stage, moving like a zombie. He was on 
autopilot, and would stay that way. Because he’d be God damned if this cheesy hillbilly joint 
was going to take him out of his recollections. As he set foot on stage, he let the memories 


continue to flow. And they flowed. 


It wasn’t long after he had met Ciabatta, had felt what it was like to really be bested. At that 
time, he hungered for strength. He hungered to improve his combat. He was far to the north, he 
remembered. Not far from the GAC, regionally speaking. A gang of kiloflabby bikers had been 
terrorizing the denizens of the area, rolling into town on their reclining bicycles and causing 
property damage and general mischief and mayhem. Hot off a string of victories, Stan had 
thought it would be good training to try and take them all on. Now he was staking out their 
favorite saloon, waiting. 

The place had had the greasy smell of indecency. Every surface seemed covered in oil. 
The aroma of piss would hit you out of nowhere when you walked through it, as if customers had 
marked their territory in the manner of dogs at various random spots. The small chandeliers 
glowed greasily. The food was oily. Stan had opted to just snack on the complimentary peanuts. 
Now he sipped a ginseng tea, energizing himself. And he looked around like a hawk through the 
greasy dimness. And he waited. 

A goofy man who’d somehow been able to guess his game came trundling up from 
outside, smoking cigarette still in his hand. “They’s here, baws. They’s just arrived!” He 
grinned mischievously. 

“Hey,” yelled the barkeep, “put out that damn cigarette!” 


The goofball waved the comment away. “I’s going right back out.” 
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“And I’m gonna join you,” said Stan. The fellows’ eyebrows arched upwards in evident 
excitement that this guy really was dumb enough to take on the Rock Solid Wheelie Pooters all 
by himself. 

They stepped out into the dusty grey evening. A whole row of bikes was newly parked 
along the extensive bike rack in front of the establishment. The riders were climbing off their 
seats. Now, these kiloflabby specimens waddled into Stans’ view for inspection. They all wore 
leather, most of it black, including unsightly black leather “hot shorts” which allowed corpulent 
legs to overflow into the biting cold. Most also sported fingerless leather gloves. All had greasy 
crewcuts, with some sporting greasy, neatly trimmed mustaches, and a few having goatees of the 
same type. All were flabby, and Stan knew he’d have no problem taking all of them, with one 
exception. 

He was a young man, noticeably younger than the rest of the group. Short, muscular, 
thick-limbed, with the low center of gravity of a true wrestler, having close-cropped hair and a 
look of true serious intensity, if not high intellect. The fellow stood out like a sore thumb in that 
he didn’t have a solitary ounce of flab on him. He hung back rather sheepishly, seeming to defer 
to the authority of his elders. Yet it was plain that he was ready for action at a moments’ notice. 

Now, the leader approached Stan, the traditional “sunglasses at night” of punk rebel 
leaders serving as the only obvious mark of his paramount station. Stan, in his turn, approached 
the leader. It was clear that they read each other perfectly. Stan was looking for trouble. The 
leader was happy to oblige. 

Stan spoke first. “You all wouldn’t happen to be those bad Rock Solid Wheelie Pooters 


I’ve heard about causing so much trouble, doing property damage and giving all our fine citizens 
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around here a headache?” he asked, smiling, clearly not really giving a shit about anyone’s 
property. 

“Yeah, we might be,” replied the leader coolly. He opened his mouth to say more, but 
was cut off. 

“Well you look like Rock Solid Wheelie Shitstains to me. I think you’re cootie eaters, as 
in you lick the diseased genitals of your granmammy for a paying audience. You’re pieces of 
shit, you’re scum, you’re flab-ass dipshits. I bet you’re the ones who snuck into my yard at night 
and sucked my dogs’ dick. Now the poor thing’s uncomfortable because you drained his nasty 
ball gunk so fucking dry that he can’t stand the dryness down there. You have filthy shitstain 
shitsucking techniques, with nasty mouths that love buttholes.” Stan folded his arms and cocked 
his head arrogantly at the group, as if to say, case closed. 

“Alright, you little fuckwit,” said the leader. “It’s a fight you want, it’s a beating you’ll 
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get. Boys!” He swung his arm forward in motion for his cronies to charge. 

A group of kiloflabby bikers waddled forward at a surprising rate. Stan moved to meet 
the first. The fellow came at him with arms out. Bracing his back, Stan grabbed the guy 
underneath the armpits, and in one quick motion, he tossed the whole biker over his back as one 
might toss a large bag. The biker flew through the air, pudgy limbs flailing comically, before 
hitting the ground with a nasty thud and rolling a few meters. The next came, and Stan gave him 
the exact same treatment. He rolled to a stop against his comrade. Soon a third was rushing up, 
and again, Stan had no trouble tossing the foe behind his back. He rolled up to his two 
comrades, making for an undignified congregation of bikers lying dazed amongst the dirt. 


“Gabbo!” the leader snapped his fingers. From the periphery of his vision, Stan caught 


sight of a purpurate blur. He pivoted to meet the threat. Barreling down on him with alarming 
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momentum, a thug larger and flabbier than the rest was frantically pedaling a unicycle. The 
thugs’ purple-indigo leather jacket glittered. Gold (or golden-looking) chains dangled from his 
arms and neck. His face was puckered with intensity. Atop his head, wild spikes of purple hair 
shot in all directions. His black unicycle sped forward, and Stan saw that the wheel was covered 
in nasty spikes. 

Now Gabbo came into range, the wheel aimed to collide gruesomely with Stans’ lower 
body, and he swung a heavy chain at Stans’ head. Stan grabbed it, pulled Gabbo in. With his 
other hand, he grabbed Gabbos’ megaflabby midsection. Grunting, he flung the character over 
his back with such force, Gabbos’ feet were still caught in the stirrups, and the deadly unicycle 
went with him. As he flipped flailing through the air, the feet came loose, and the unicycle 
separated onto its’ own groundward trajectory. Gabbo landed smack in the middle of the three 
previous victims, causing a meaty impact and much rolling around and cursing. 

On the side of the road, a collection of trashbags from the saloon had been piling up. 
Now, the unicycle landed wheel-first atop this pile. Such was the residual momentum of that 
mad ride and crazy fall, that upon landing, the wheel immediately began to spin, its’ vicious tire- 
spikes shredding the topmost bag to ribbons, sending a spray of vile oily trash juice, rotting egg, 
fish guts, used chewing tobacco, foodservice drain cloggage, used condoms, rotting drunkard 
puke, partly finished greasy diner dinners, dirty old socks and underwear with holes in them, 
dead rats, insects, possums and other critters who’d suffocated in a state of bliss within the 
overabundance of filth, one innocent live skunk who tragically got caught at the wrong place at 
the wrong time and was bisected by the wheel in a red gush of mercifully short horror, lots and 
lots of roaches, old banana peels and apple cores, and deeper, mustier, richer trash grease, just to 


name some of it, all spraying directly onto the four hapless Rock Solid Wheelie Pooters who lay 
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in confusion in the dirt now muddied with filth-juice and skunk blood (rest that critters’ poor 
soul,) landing on the group with uncanny accuracy, as the unicycle spun deeper and deeper into, 
and shredded more and more of, that thoroughly unprecedented pile of moldering saloon 
garbage, creating a sight of ruin and havoc indeed. 

“Hold!” cried the leader. “This will be a good test for our youthful ward. Garcia! Come 
forward.” 

The young, nonflabby man stepped forward, eyeing Stan with smoldering intensity. 
“Now listen, cuz. Those compadres are familia to me. You done messed with them too dang 
much!” 

“Yeah whatever, dumbass. Come on and bring it.” Stan geared himself for the 
possibility of a worthy challenge. 

The two men circled one another. Seeing things spicing up even more, the smoking 
goofball gave an unconscious woot of excitement from the sidelines. Now, this “Garcia” fellow 
was closing in, and it was plain that he was going for a finger-lock. He wanted to come to grips? 
Good. That was Stans’ home turf. He closed distance and obliged. The two men entered a 
classic contest, gripping one anothers’ hands as they wielded their weight, looking for 
weaknesses in the other. Stan was quickly impressed. This fellow was rock solid. His technique 
was almost perfect. Another year, perhaps, of diligent training, and he could be near the top of 
his league. In fact, as the gripping continued, Stan felt that the sky was the limit for young 
Garcia. But Stan wasn’t near the top. He was the top. Ciabatta had thoroughly bested him with 
technique, but strength? At that time, maybe, maybe Jazzy Jayhawk was stronger. In pure 
strength, virtually nobody you would actually meet could compete with Vampiro Stan. It was 


only a matter of time before Garcia’s arms were twisted this way and that. To cap it off, Stan 


722 


delivered him a horizontal stomp to the stomach, with a resounding clap as the bottom of the foot 
met the wide sixpack. Garcia winced. 

But didn’t buckle. He stepped back, shaking out his hands for a brief moment, and 
charged forward, grabbing Stan’s head in an attempt to force a headbutt. It was a daring move. 
And Stan was caught off guard. There was a loud cracking impact, but it wasn’t as effective as 
Garcia had hoped. Stan had been able to brace himself at the final moment. Still, it did 
discombobulate him slightly, as well as impressing him further. Now he mustered his inner 
resources, and decided it was time to take major steps. This guy was the real deal, this training 
the real training. He quickly grabbed Garcias’ belt with one hand, and his chin with the other. 
Lifting the prodigiously heavy fellow over his head with a grunt, he bent his knees and leapt into 
the air. Disoriented, Garcia tried to put things together as Stan climbed in altitude, and began to 
gracefully backflip, so that he was holding Garcia towards the ground like an offering. With his 
feet pointing directly upwards, he smashed the tough man of big, thick muscle into the dusty 
ground like a brawny meteor. He sprung gracefully off his victim, like a gymnast - and 
immediately sank to his knees, panting from the exertion. 

Garcia lay there. The look of shame and disappointment etched on his face was 
heartrending. The leader of the Rock Solid Wheelie Pooters ran up like a parent who sees his 
child injured on the playing field. He knelt over the man. “How you feelin’, boy? You 
injured?” 

It was an aching moment before Garcia could answer. “I’m not the one to worry about,” 
he gasped. “I let you down — I let you all down...” 

“Boy, you done great.” There were tears in the old fellows’ eyes. Stan rose to his feet, 


looking on with disdain. What coddling nonsense was this? 
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The leader suddenly looked up at Stan. “You’re strong, man, I mean real strong. I know 
you wanted to see what we were made of. But let me be the one to say it — you’re on another 
level. We just go around having fun and doing mischief. But what I am serious about, what 
we’re all serious about, is Garcia’s welfare. He didn’t have no mammy and pappy, we found 
him wandering the streets around here. Will you take him in? He could learn a lot from you. 
With us here, he’s just headed to our same dead-end lifestyle.” 

Stan saw the promise. And he saw that he might finally be able to have a worthwhile tag 
team partner. Everyone was doing tag matches these days, even big-name stars. Like most 
things in the industry, this was partially due to Jazzy Jayhawk. Since nobody could rise to the 
legends’ level, there was really no good tag partner for him, and so it was an area of the market 
where he couldn’t dominate. Stan didn’t care too much about stuff like “careers”- his goal was 
to be the strongest, not the most popular. But without a tag partner, he was limiting the amount 
of matches he could participate in. 

“Alright. Pll give him a chance. But the boy’ll have to work.” Stan figured he was 
probably about the same age as Garcia, but it momentarily amused him to go along with this ruse 
that the man was a “boy”. Doubtless calling him such was a balm for the Rock Solid Wheelie 
Pooters’ ginger egos. 

Garcia had looked up from the dirt. “Yeah, okay, amigo. I'll join you, for now. But 
listen. You gotta live up to the Rock Solid Wheelie Pooters. And for you, that’s gonna be a lot 
of work. I can tell.” 

Stan had laughed. The smoking goofball had laughed in wonder at the spectacle he’d 
been able to witness. The leader had laughed, for whatever reason. Soon, everybody was 


laughing, even the four guys who'd gotten thrown and were now coated in eldritch trash grime. 
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At the time, it had seemed the most natural thing in the world. And laughter had rung throughout 
that cold night, those years back. It had rung into the distance. Into the deep, dark distances of 
that cold far-away night, laughter had penetrated, if only for a moment. 


If only for one golden moment, amidst the darkness. 


Now, Stan came back to himself. Johnny was warm and trembling, exultant and satisfied after 
another completed set. Sans’ voice trailed off, her arms raised in a theatrical gesture. She loved 
to ham it up, alright, seeming to relish seeing how silly she could get away with being onstage, 
throwing out all sorts of goofy hand signals that she said were supposed to look “cryptic and 
occult” but were really just stage antics. Mella and Dingus looked as tired as Stan. Time to 
close up. 

And, of course, the crowd was losing their minds. Big flabby bearded ladies were 
dancing exuberantly on tabletops, flinging articles of clothing off and into the audience. Big 
flabby bearded men were pouring frothing mugs of beer over one anothers’ heads, willfully 
wasting the winters’ supply for no discernable reason other than mad exultation. The hoarse 
yelling was ceaseless. In some way, in that sea of ceaseless laughter and impetuous cacophony, 
it seemed that the spirit of the Rock Solid Wheelie Pooters was present, looking on with smiles 
on their kiloflabby faces. It’s a big old filthy world out there, their spirits seemed to intone. 
Don’t stop daydreamin’. Don’t stop believin’. Don’t stop wheelie pootin’. 

Stan detected none of this. If he had, he wouldn’t have cared. He was the friend of 
Garcia, not the Wheelie Pooters. And he was certainly not, and never would be, any kind of 
friend to these people, these wild hill savages, vestiges from a time long gone, though perhaps 


not so different from Stans’ own time. His only judgement of them, was that they should learn to 
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tone it down. But they weren’t much different from the previous crowds, mad lascivious 
dancing flabby striptease floozies included. Was this mad anarchy of noise and nonsense to be 
Stans’ fate from here forward? Who could guess. His head hurt. The future held impossible 


secrets. But at least, right now, he had a quiet room and some good Jibros to return to. 


11. The Small Assholes Who Stopped Living and Became 


Crazy Mixed Up Zombies 


They found the diseased wreck-of-a-man the next morning, laying in the back of the carriage 
among the luggage, a thin string of puke hanging from his mouth. An empty green bottle was 


nestled among the nearby packs. 


“Dingus,” Mella intoned, shaking her head. “Ohh, Dingus.” 


“This was so predictable,” said Dace. “Of course this would happen when we’re in some 
primitive hellhole that doesn’t even have a druggist. I should only blame myself for not hiding 


the bottle better. So why do I still wanna break his scrawny little neck?” 


“But your voice has gotten way better,” Mella pointed out. 


“Yeah. But not ‘screaming at the top of my lungs for an hour straight’ better.” 


Dingus rolled around, as if to stir himself, then continued to lay still. A thin stream was 
now extending from the corner of his nose as well as the corner of his mouth. He looked sick 
alright. He was sick. His body had surrendered to the sickness, had decided it was down with 
that sickness. The aura of Dingus Whitherins was an aura of fatalism, of catastrophic surrender 
to catastrophic-er suffering. Dinged by regret. Dinged by torment. There had been tough 


moments before this. There had been hard times. Dingus Whitherins was no stranger to the 
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shakes, the skivvies, the whirling pukoes, the three-pronged emulsions. He had known cold 
nights, had puked his fucking damn guts out, naked and bare, laying the nude contents out on the 
uncaring street like a lost boy in the night, never knowing if he would see the annihilating light 


of tomorrow, lost in the dank shade of rugose flesh phantasms. He knew ache. 


But this time, it was different. Oh look, here was Jenks, big responsible man who got 
nice compliments from everyone, looking in on him pityingly, talking about what do we want to 
do with Dingus like he was some kind of yeast infection. And here was that monster, Stan, he 
could tell Stan wanted to say something terrifying because that’s what made that sick child feel 
big inside, to terrorize the pathetic junkie. That little shit. They were all conferring with San 
Wortle. Real-life-important-person who didn’t even know Dingus. But she was looking at him 


with a level of compassion that made him want to scream. He could barely gurgle. 


Naked. Nude. Wrecked. He was ultimately naked in his ultimate wreckage. He had 
raped his own soul with drugs. Nope, you had to experience it to understand, “rape” was not too 
strong a word. When you were there, you knew it was no hyperbole, no cheapening misuse of a 
term denoting something serious, no hackneyed throwing about of dramatic language. What it 
was, was soulrape. That’s what he’d let the drugs do to him, what he’d done to himself. And 
now, he was lying here helpless as an infant, and for his level of dignity, he might as well have 
literally had his asshole-sphincter sticking up in the middle of town square with last nights’ jizz 
popping out in nasty man-queefs, and everybody and their kids coming to point and laugh. That 
was what was happening. Everybody come check out the wreckage of Dingus, and let’s all pity 


him and laugh. 


On final analysis, Dingus decided he didn’t feel so good. 


dat 


“Baaaahhggllaaaahh,” he said to the group. 


“Well,” said San, facing Dace, “I think this works out fine. Your voice is on the road to 
recovery. But you need, in my professional opinion, a couple more days. Meanwhile, I need to 


rest my own voice, and Stan could use my help locating a present for Jenks.” 


Dace looked incredulous. “I’m not going to ask what present for Jenks you’ve located in 
the middle of the mountains. But I have to remind you that this is still supposed to be my 
expedition, and we’re here to make money, not give each other gifts. And we make money by 
doing shows. We came to these mountains mainly because the pay is better, due to the hazards 


of winter travel.” 


“There’s a lot to unpack here, but the main point is that you’re trying to tell me what my 
duties are, when I took over vocals as a favor to you. What’s more, we all know that Stan and, in 
a distant second, myself, are the two main reasons why Destitute works at all, let alone is driving 
crowds to a frenzy.” San knew that Johnny was almost the entire reason, but she omitted this. 
“We'll take a short rest, and you and I can perform our duet when your voice recovers in two 
days. Unfortunately, you have no power. But what I’m telling you is that when we give Jenks 


his gift-“ she looked over at Jenks- “it might be good for everybody.” 


“Are you saying,” said Dace excitedly, “that somehow, Stan’s located a saxophone 


somewhere around here?” 


Jenks was once again slightly red. “Don’t let her get you excited. I don’t play sax 


anymore.” 
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“We’re not pushing anything on anybody,” San proclaimed. “We’ll see what happens, 
but we will go grab... the present. I’ve told “Roy where to go. We’ll be in Great Rock City in 


two days, ready to rock their socks off.” 


Dace sighed. “Alright. Thanks for having the courtesy to talk to me about it, as if my 
opinion mattered in my own tour. Let’s get outta here so I can nap on the road.” If there was an 
outside chance this musclewitch could get him Jazzmaster Jenks on sax, he wasn’t going to get 


in the way. 


Before the village had fully awoken, the carriage was pulling out of the stables and onto 
the winding road out of town. As they picked up speed, Collins pedaled into town, just in time to 
see them blasting off. In the passenger car beside him, Gus yawned. “See? They’re too quick 


for conventional means. Guess we’ll never catch up with them now. Ready for breakfast?” 


“We’re not stopping until we get to them.” 


Gus gazed forlornly at the village as it passed by. It was a dismal, primitive little place. 
But they would at least have food. He was chaffing like a motherfucker from being tied up in 
this little passenger compartment, cold wind hitting him all night, making it impossible to sleep. 
“You're crazy. You’re as crazy as they are. The difference is, they’re robots. They don’t need 
to eat or sleep. The cold actually makes them run more efficiently! We’re not robots. We’re 
humans. And if we don’t eat or sleep, and you keep pedaling through winding mountain roads, 


there can be problems. What happens when it starts to snow?” He sniffled in grim anticipation. 


“No snow is forecast.” 


“Are you kidding? How can you be so confident?” 
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“T don’t have to be. We’re following the targets, rain or shine. That’s our job.” 


That was the end of it. Gus stared at the steadily retreating village in the rearview mirror. 
He sniffed. Then they were around a corner, and the village was out of sight. The body odor 
would not get better. This conformistic flabmaster hadn’t bathed in quite some time, that much 
was plain. Gus thought about home-boiled cabbage, like mammy used to make. The wind 
whipped. A few clouds were moving around, covertly, like advance spies, getting data they’d 
bring back to the army of their cohorts waiting just behind the horizon. Collins was a real 
corporate patriot, no doubt about it. Bus had been one too. He’d died in the line of duty, 
mourmed by no one. Sure, he’d been an asshole, but the thought still made Gus pause. I mean, it 
wasn’t a case of him being mourned by almost no one. He had been mourned by no one, as in, 
not one single person. It was starting to feel to Gus like he might be headed towards the same 


“glorious” fate. Was this what it took to put a chicken in every pot? 


If so, maybe he should’ ve just sprung for tofu. 


Up, up into the hills, they wound, hills that became mountains, mountains that became bigger 


mountains, and still, winding, winding. And the clouds were gathering. It looked like snow. 


And the speedmules clattered on, and ‘Roy steered with relaxed ease. They were taking 
the turns a little fast, by Stans’ judgement. But if they died, they died. Besides, these 
speedmules were clearly veterans of the road. They knew what they were about. And they 


wound higher, and then a few drops of snow began to fall. Oh. How nice. Here it comes. 


“Boy, sure hope it doesn’t get too chilly,” said Mella. 
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“Buuuuuuuuuuuuooghh,” said Dingus from his nest amongst the luggage. His facial 


drippings were beginning to freeze in place, even though the true chill had clearly barely begun. 


And the white army came forth, over the horizon. And it was a route. The snow poured 
down. It poured. The speedmules slowed. Visibility was limited. It was an early-season blitz. 
A mountain travelers’ worst nightmare. White everywhere you went. The speedmules had to 
slow yet further. The road was clear enough, yet it was still nerve-wracking. Jenks called up, 


“Roy, let me know if I need to take over!” 


“This is impossible to make meaningful progress in,” said San. “Soon, the route will start 


to ice up. Everyone be on the lookout for any shelter.” All within the cart nodded. 


For another forty-five grueling minutes, they continued. The road became only more 
winding, the drops, steeper yet. It was past midday. Apprehension began to grip the group. 


Dace looked at San with dawning wonder. “You aren’t cold?” 


“What, because I’m not wearing anything? Naw, there are musclewitch techniques for 


that.” 


“Hmmp.” Dace nodded, brow thoughtful. Who knew? 


“What’s that?” Mella pointed. 


“Oh!” San cried out. “Good work, dearie. Looks like a cave in the side of the mountain. 


‘Roy, pull over!” 


The speedmules trotted under the overhang of rock with palpable relief. The front was 
wide enough to accommodate the carriage and mules easily, largely protected from the snow that 


was now blowing mightily, a few stray flakes flitting horizontally further in. The ground layer of 
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white would doubtless encroach further and further as day turned to evening, sending waves of 
chill forward. The animals couldn’t go far into the cave, their hooves incompatible with the slick 
rock floor. The group crept out and began searching in the dimness. Dace took out a lighter and 
flicked it on for illumination. San reached a finger over, tapping the flame subtly, nimbly. 


Prodding. The span and penetration of the light suddenly increased fivefold. 


The cave went back for the span of two reasonably sized houses. It was just wide enough 
to give the party room to stretch. Towards the back, stones were piled up. “Excellent,” said San. 
“Dace, hold onto that lighter. Ill be using it in a second.” She ambled back, and looked around 
for a moment, picking out the best rock for the job. Grabbing a stone the size and rough shape of 
a big bowling ball, she ambled back towards the entrance. “Bring the flame this way. We want 
our speedmule buddies to get some warmth. Now, put that flame under the rock.” She held it 
forward. Dace did as instructed, as if he were trying to barbecue the rock with his lighter. San 
closed her eyes and muttered. In a moment, orange fire was whipping from the top of the rock. 

It settled into a steady red glow. San set it down not far from the slightly disturbed speedmules, 
who snorted pensively at the stones’ lighting but made no motion. “Great. That should keep 


them from freezing, even if it goes on like this all night.” 


“Oh,” said Dace, “don’t even say it! Can we get a humans-only rock farther back in the 


cave?” 


San chuckled absentmindedly. “Yeah, sure. Though this one would do for the whole 
cave. But come on, itll make you feel better.” She returned to the pile, Dace and Stan trailing 
her out of curiosity, while the others milled about and chattered idly. She grabbed a slightly 
smaller rock, and held it up. Dace lit it and put his lighter away. San brought it a short way from 


the pile, far back in the cave but with plenty of space all around. “We’re lucky no hypergrizzly 
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decided to make this its’ lair. This area probably doesn’t have a lot for them, without much prey 
around. But that’s not the only piece of luck. Stan, did you see that back there?” She looked at 


Stan, nodded towards the rock pile. 


“T did, woman,” Stan said. “Luck is with us indeed. I knew strange mystic business went 
on amidst the Great Rock Mountains, but I didn’t expect to come upon a moondoor in some 
random cavern. I’m not a quarter the pro you are, but you’d have to’ve been born yesterday not 
to detect those signs. Perhaps the influence of Jazzy Bryce is with us, bringing us mighty 


fortunes.” 


San shrugged. “Who can say, child? The Jazzykin have strange powers, often 


confounding to even their most ardent students.” 


“I’m not a child,” said Stan. 


San wholly ignored this. “But what I do know is that we should make use of this. I think 
you’ll agree that we have no reason not to go explore and grab that present. The others may not 
like being left here with nothing to do. Let me do the talking. If they hear you say anything, 
they’re likely to disagree on principle. Dace, this is important stuff. You should just rest your 


voice. You get that we two can handle ourselves, right?” 


Dace shrugged. “Going along with this courtesy-ruse that my opinion counts, it seems 
insane to me to go anywhere in this blizzard. I sure don’t know how a moondoor works, but 
something about any abnormal door rubs me the wrong way. But you know your abilities, and I 


don’t.” 


“Just so.” San turned, to see the rest of the group making their way back towards the 


lambent red rock, which cast a warm yet eerie illumination all around. Dingus looked about as 
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sick as if there was no warmth whatsoever in the cave, and indeed Stan wondered if he could 
even tell a difference, in his vile condition. ‘Roy had his normal glum but stoic expression, and 
now that there were two sources of warmth, Mella looked positively cheerful by her own hard- 
to-read standards. Jenks had an air of planning about him as he walked up to San. “Looks like 
you saved our bacon yet again. It could get boring, but this snow won’t last forever. Until then, 


I guess our only choice is to hunker down.” 


“Nope. Get the utility belts. Me and Count Chocula here will keep in contact with you 
via radio. I’ve seen to it the circuit is closed — a little tampering, and now the belts only transmit 


moonrange waves. And only our belts can pick them up.” 
“My name isn’t Count Chocula,” said Stan, to no response. 


“That’s great, San,” said Jenks. “I can’t believe how helpful you are. Now go lie down. 


You’ve over-exerted yourself.” 
“Okay, Pll go get the belts myself then.” 
“Hold on. Were you aware that there’s a blizzard out there?” 


“Yeah, so? There’s a moondoor in the back of this cave. I wish you could come 
investigate with us. But we'll need you to hold things down here, in case a hypergrizzly or 
something shows up.” 

Sneaking up, Johnny suddenly sprang upon the group. 
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“Oh, no, boy!” yelled Stan. “You stay here! You can play with your Uncle Jenks. 


Johnny looked forlorn, but edged closer to Jenks. 
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“So,” said Jenks, “I guess you have some really good idea of where this moondoor 


leads.” 


“Nope.” 


“And you and Stan are just gonna waltz blindly through it, with no real plan.” 


Yon. 


“We need you for this missions’ success. What if something were to happen to you? 


What can I do to discourage this risky behavior?” 


“Nope.” 


“Try to be serious here, San.” 


“Okay, I’m getting the belts.” San walked back towards the carriage. 


“Man,” said Dace, “that’s some diplomacy.” 


Stan returned with a utility belt in each hand. She stepped over Dingus, who was lying 
on the floor as one in keen anticipation of becoming a carcass at any moment. She handed a belt 
to Jenks, who was giving her the stinkeye. Johnny was now clinging to his leg. She snapped the 
other belt around her own fiercely-toned waist. “Alright. I'll call you as soon as there’s 


anything to report. We shouldn’t be long.” 


“San. I’m gonna need regular reports. And you be careful.” 


“C’mon,” said Stan, “let’s blow this popsicle stand.” 


“Agreed,” said San. “Hold down the fort for us, Jenks. When we get back, we might 


have something special.” 
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“Oh, Lord,” said Jenks, putting a hand to his head. “Merciless coercion.” 


“Yeah whatever. Let’s check out that moondoor, Count!” 


The pair walked to the rearmost part of the cave. They cleared a seemingly random 
region of the wall of all rock debris. Stan put his hands against the cold, clammy stone surface. 
After a brief silence, he intoned, “In the name of Night and Darkness, I command that you 


open!” 


“Yeah, there ya go,” said San encouragingly. 


A rectangular region glowed a soft electric blue. To Stans’ touch, it was not unlike - was 
indeed very much like - the feel of the tetrominoes of his body in his dream of becoming a 


Tetronimensch. 


Slowly, subtly, glowingly, that strange blue space drew San Wortle and Vampiro Stan 


into it, and through it. 


Doors are funny things, friend. 


In the liminal space between that door and its’ exit-point, Stan saw things. He saw 


visions. 


Hobos gathered ’round the fire. The dark night smelled like turpentine. It smelled like 
joylessness. Hobos huddled, talking. They didn’t know what the novel coronavirus was, or any 
of that, but they knew that they’d been sniffling, been coughing a lot more, having shortness of 


breath, been feeling groggy a lot lately. What else was new? It was winter. And they coughed, 
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and they sniffled. And they gathered ‘round, seeking warmth. Like a make-do hearth. It wasn’t 


shit, but it would have to do. 


In another time, in another place, in a parallel universe along a nearby metauniversal axis, 
hobos gathered. And a cold wind blew, it gusted through their encampment, strange aura from 
afar crossing the infinite spheres, odd fluttering of an alien heart, chill, sapping what little false 
warmth was present and replacing it by an implacable, unplaceable unease, ruffling the flames in 
its’ mordent and precise sorcerousness. From a nearby tent, a frightful old hag, considered crazy 
by one and all, could be heard to chuckle chillingly, for the briefest instant, the only time such a 
sound was ever heard from her, before or after. And across the street, in the shadows, a fellow 
who was trying to fuck a dog stopped suddenly, and he felt cold, and he said to himself — “I’ve 
been through some hard times. Lord knows I’ve had it rough. But I don’t have to do this. I 
don’t have to submit myself or this dog to the indignity of me trying to fuck it.” And that, as 
they say, was that. And they all lived unfuckedly ever after. But still, he felt a horrible chill. A 


horrible chill. 


The cold wind passed. There were no repeat gusts. The dimensional fabric remained in 
place, the spheres realigned themselves from this small hiccup, like a maid folding down a 
creasy fabric. And the night continued, turpentine night, joyless night. We now return to out 


regularly scheduled program. 


But in other universes, the wind kept blowing. [ hear it said that that wind always comes 
back. In the infinite cycle of sentient existence, so they say, you can never get away from it, no 
universe exempt, but it’Il come back around just a little while later. And apparently, they dream 
that after death, you don’t ever have to exist again, and that’s that, and when this one life’s over, 


everything is wrapped up in a neat little bow, easy as that. What a pleasant dream for the simple, 
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for the good who want some single-life assurance, some status quo, some end to the bottomless 
well of suffering. But know that nothing is ever that simple. And the endless well will have 


endless long pieces thrust into it, in a powerful display. 


Now, Vampiro Stan and San Wortle were like long pieces in some cosmological eight- 
dimensional Tetris game, as they hurtled through the moondoor and into a liminal field of static 
lightening snaking around like roots of a great live oak in the mud and water of neochemical 
brilliance which sloshed against tired harbors of deadly dreamspace cities. They plummeted 
sideways through those cities, the inhabitants of which were wholly alien and strangely familiar, 
barely sentient and unscrupulously intelligent. In a twinkling, Empires of Night arose and 
crumbled before them. From afar drawing closer, a somnolent rag played. There was a strange 
drawn-out jolting. And, before the mind could catch up, they were through the moondoor-realm 


and out to the other side. 


They stood in a daze, looking at one another, at their surroundings. They were in a 
corridor of dark stone. It had about the proportions of a good-sized office hallway. Stans’ brain 
felt like a twilight marshland of unjolly blathering. Trying to extract himself from the mental 
muck, he unconsciously leaned a hand against the corridor wall — and withdrew it in sober 
horror. “By Yabadazzlars’ tits, what is that feeling?!”” He inspected the surface closer. It was 
cool and blue... galaxies seemed to swarm and swirl deep within it. That sensation... like he 
was touching a thousand things at once! He looked at San. She was studying the wall closely, 
intently. He peered down the dimly luminous corridor. It continued for some three meters, it 
looked like, before paths branched off to both sides. Farther down, more paths branched, on and 


on into the blackness. 
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“This is pure dreamstone, alright,” San said. “It was odd enough to find a moondoor, but 
we are in no ordinary inner-mountain tunnel. We’re obviously fully conscious. These tunnels 
exist geographically, in the waking world. I’m positive that a concentration like this could only 
be in the heart of the mountain range, probably in the central mountain. Touching the stuff is 
discombobulating, sure enough!” She looked down the corridor. “Our main priority is getting 
the Iliosax. But if the fungus my friend was telling me about is anywhere around, this would be 


an ideal habitat. Follow me for a second.” 


“Hey,” said Stan. “I remember telling you about Jazzy Bryce and the sax, but I never 


told you what it was called. How’d you know?” 


San looked at him with frankness. “When did you first tell me about Jazzy Bryce and the 


sax?” 


Stan looked back, at a loss. “I don’t remember.” 


“Well, there ya go.” 


“Woman, have you been stalking my dreams?” 


“Let me answer that with a question. Do you think you’re the only person Jazzy Bryce 


can contact?” 


“Why don’t you tell me these things? A lack of shared information leads to 


misunderstanding.” 


“That’s true. I take your point. But there are some things you’re not ready for. Now, 


let’s get that shroom!” San took off down the corridor. 
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The tunnels stretched out in a geometric net. For all their straight edges, there seemed to 
be no rhyme or reason to them. There was never a door to the side, never an obvious destination 
that a corridor was headed towards, no clear indicators pointing in any direction. They 
continued, seemingly, for the sake of continuing. San seemed in constant consultation with the 
walls as she strode along, peering at them, frequently touching a fingertip to them, then quickly 
withdrawing it and setting off in the next direction. Stan put all his directional sense into 
remembering where the moondoor was, but it was very different from hunting. This “landscape” 


was chillily uniform, with little to mark one point as different from any other. 


The monotony was broken by a slight hissing noise from a side corridor up ahead. Stan 
stepped back in readiness. From around the corner, a slender umber myriapod zigzagged fluidly 
through thin air, small appendages waving as if swimming, front mandibles clacking viciously. 
It was upon Stan in an instant. He grabbed a mandible in each hand and began pulling them 
apart. The creature hissed violently, chillingly, and applied a pressure much greater than the 
small body would suggest. Stan persisted, and the front section was finally torn apart as the 
mandibles were pulled past their extreme-most points, giving with a wet, crab-like crunch. No 
sooner had the pieces fallen to the ground, than another mandible popped out of the front walls 
of the creatures’ shell, like twin retractable blades. It was upon Stan once again. Looking down 
the waving string of the things’ many wriggling sections, he saw that it was a losing battle. 
There were just too many. The pressure the thing now applied was, if anything, greater than 


before. 


During this, San had been muttering something. Now she finished up with a hissed 
intonement, pointing sharply at the floating myriapod with the fore and middle fingers of both 


hands. Hissing more viciously yet, the creature abruptly shed the entire front section, leaving 
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Stan holding the now useless mandibles. It turned its whole undulating form, heading off down 
the corridor opposite of the one it had appeared from. Moving at speed, the rearmost section was 
soon out of view around the corner. Stan dropped the shed section in disgust, rubbing his chafed 


palms together. 


“Good job,” said San. “I’d never have got that incantation off if you hadn’t distracted the 
thing. With stuff like that hanging around here, all-the-more reason to hurry up and get what 
we’re looking. We should be close.” She took the lead again, stepping around the myriapod bits 


with full momentum. 


Gradually, there was a change in the atmosphere. A slight dampness. The corridor began 
to subtly incline downwards, to widen slightly. There were fewer and fewer branching paths. 
Things began looking closer to a normal cave. Then they came to a larger chamber that was 
fully cave-like . Stan followed San to a corner, where a clear, tranquil pool of luminous blue 
liquid sat. “Moonwater,” San said. “And look here.” On the edge of the pool, there was a small 
grey thing that branched upwards like rounded antlers, calling to mind a miniature piece of coral. 


San plucked it and stuck it in a satchel on her utility belt. 


She let out an appreciative breath. “Real genuine purpo stalk. Won’t be soon we’ll see 
something like this again. A valuable find. Well, where do you think we should head next? 
Bryce says you’re the one who has the harmonic resonance with the Iliosax, until Jenks accepts 


his gift again.” 


Stan shrugged. “How about that way?” He pointed to another corner, where an 
incongruous white marble spiral staircase wound upwards, going through an opening in the 


cavern roof, to a height as unguessable as the pools’ depth. 
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“Good thinking,” said San. “This is why they pay you the big bucks. Well, lead the 


1? 


way 


Up those cool steps, they trudged, through the darkness. The luminosity of the 
dreamstone was replaced with the lightlessness of normal stone as they made their tedious way 
up the inside of the mountain. After a time, San broke the claustrophobic silence. “What if these 


stairs ended in a dead end? That would suck the most ass.” 


“They won’t,” said Stan. “We’re headed towards something. I can feel it.” 


Onward, they climbed, step by monotonous step. Neither tired in the slightest. These 
adventurers were both powerful physical specimens, living proof of the full efficacy of arduous 
training. A long flight of stairs wasn’t going to have any effect on their bodies. But the endless 
coiling around and around was psychologically disorienting, producing a mad sort of boredom. 
The quiet weight of the mountain was beginning to make itself felt, into the soles of their feet. 


There was a powerful force here. The mountain never grew restless. 


Now, it was restless. 


Forward they trudged, upward they climbed. Gradually, a smell emerged. It was 
something like a burning smell, but not sulfuric, not Hadean. Nor was it like charcoal or any 
other identifiable, normal flammable material. It wasn’t like burning flesh, either. But it had 
properties that weren’t wholly unlike certain specific burning-flesh properties. As the odor 
became more prominent, a slight illumination appeared within the cool white marble of the steps. 


Then, the hard stone walls all around them became faintly visible. And the smell increased. 


The spiral stairway ended at last. Now the odor was intolerable, though no less cryptic 


than before. The chamber they stood in was wide and bright with natural moonlight. The place 
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seemed hewn from the stone. It was spacious indeed, feeling like a giant conference room, 
unadorned party spot, or transportation hub plaza, with a high ceiling made to feel less high by 
the amount of vacant space all around. At the far end, wide windows looked out over the peaks 
of the mountains, above which nocturnal constellations twinkled coldly in a clear black sky. In 


the center of the chamber, six figures stood, now staring intently at the new arrivals. 


The figures stepped forward in unison, their silhouettes sharp against the light from the 
windows. Stan recognized them instantly. It was the six demigods, or very convincing 
imitators. But there was something horrible about them, something his mind couldn’t 


immediately process. 


Here was Kile, the Baldheaded Wonderkid. He was the mischievous worker of miracles, 
always with that naughty smile on his face, that naughty twinkle in his eye, the acrobat, the 
snappy dresser, the patron of racers and charlatans. Here was Yuut. His wild horse head snorted 
strong gusts of breath, the gusts which were said to blow travelers on their way. Surforeous, 
Admiraless of the Waterlanes, strode forward, her statuesque presence radiating command and 
aquatic dynamism. Finklin, Guardian Star of Swashbucklers, came on, his thin, small frame 
shirtless and showing off his lean-machine physique. And Fidge, that heroic Guardian of 
Magnanimity, Fiddler of the Mountain, tiny, stout, richly bearded, with a smile which one 
radiated joviality — why did that joviality seem so empty, now, when before it had been a guiding 


light? 


And there, at their head, was Bicco. So easily forgotten. But no longer. Few texts spoke 
of Bicco in any detail, but it seemed that he was making a name for himself now, too late. Stan 


tried to recall what he had read about the being. 
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“Bicco,” said San. “Demigod of resentment. We meet again.” 
F 


“Oh. Hello Wortle. Sticking your head where it doesn’t belong, I see. As is your wont.” 


“Believe it. What do you want, Bicco?” 


“Tt’s time we talked about what you can do for us. Without tooting our own horns, we’ve 


been happily giving your party considerable aid and good fortune.” 


“T know what you’ve been up to.” 


“Yes, I trust you do. Your music has been catching on. We’ve been waiting, watching 
from the rafters, so to speak, not wanting to risk interrupting your momentum. Now is the time 
for us to enter the visible part of the picture. You must start including paeans to us in your act. 
Something respectful but snazzy, catchy, with a nice groove to it, the kinda thing the kids will 
really get into, and be humming to themselves at work or play. Get advertisements for us stuck 
in their heads. Look at your target demographic, figure out what they want, and figure out how 
to get us in there somehow, so that we are what they want. You’re the tastemakers. You know 
how to make all that happen. If you want our continued support, Wortle, I suggest you start 


singing our praises.” 


Stan stepped forward. “I suggest you sing my entire balls in your mouth, shitstain.” 


Bicco looked annoyed. “Nobody asked you to speak, boy.” 


“He speaks for both of us,” said San. 


The demigods were taken aback. Yuuts’ nostrils flared fiercely. Surforeous scowled 
with domineering disdain. Fidge gasped audibly. Only Bicco remained unfazed. “Explain 


yourself, Wortle,” he said coldly. 
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“Not much to say, Bicco. If you wanna help out, fine. But we didn’t enlist it. We didn’t 
ask you for shit. When deities fall from favor, it’s natural, even healthy, for them to rebel from 
their fate. But the process of power-loss is irreversible, as inevitable and ironclad as the unjust 
fates you set for your subjects. And you’re deep in the throes of it. You’re weak, old demigod, 


and getting weaker by the day. So don’t try to make demands.” 


Biccos’ anger was now seeping slowly to the surface. The demigods were losing what 
little fools-gold luster they had, taking on an ashen, almost corpselike appearance in their wroth. 
The crumbling mask was coming off entirely, and even the tallest demigods, Surforeous and 
Yuut, suddenly seemed small, stunted, dwarfish. Fidge was a parody of his former self, his aura 
a warped reversal of magnanimity. Finklin looked tired, haggard, dyspeptic. He reminded Stan 
of Dingus. Kile seemed trapped in humorless authoritarian rage, veins bulging unhealthily from 
his shiny cranium. Were these the same demigods that tales had been told of, that songs had 


been sung of? 


Yes. Yes, these were the same. The masks were off. Now, the gloves were coming off, 
as well. But that wasn’t all. No, San had nearly put her finger on it, but not quite. There was 


something more, some genuinely new feature that pertained to neither face nor hands... 


“This should have been easy,” said Bicco. “But that’s fine, Wortle. I see that you’re 


choosing to make it fun instead.” He cracked his knuckles. 


At the moment, Stan noticed something out of the window behind those ghastly once- 
great entities. It was something he could not, would not, have hoped for. A massive, muscular, 
almost rhino-like form was fluttering up into view on massive fly wings. And as the demigods 


stepped forward in unison, with dire, businesslike authority, that strange ruddy figure — the figure 
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of Beesile Bob — punched clatteringly through the glass, gliding in and folding his wings into 
himself in a fluid yet uncouth motion as he hit the ground running, cyclopean chompers bared in 


an exuberantly naughty grin. 


This all happened within the space of a second. Bicco turned at the sound. He turned 
back, quickly, on his guard. But not on his guard enough. San had closed the gap with 
lightning-speed. She gripped the demigods’ head in her maniacal vicelike hands, which now had 
the aura of oversized, over-strengthened metal batwings of diamond hardness and razor 
sharpness, enveloping the small grey head from either side in a steel cocoon of sharp-edged pain- 
giving. In a practiced motion, San dropped down to one knee, as if kneeling for some 
ceremonial purpose. By that kneeling, the ceremony of Hurt was consecrated, as the knee still 
sticking up was brought into resoundingly inevitable contact with the face of the demigod Bicco, 


leaving a slight stain of holy nasal blood. He was out of the picture, for the moment at least. 


Stan wasted no time. He knew how to up the take on an uptake. Fidge was comporting 
himself for battle, when the battle was brought to him. Stan glided smoothly behind the small 
demigod, and grabbed him from both sides around the middle. He lifted him like a sack of 
potatoes. Yes. A sack... Fidge kicked his legs and beat his arms helplessly. Now Stan took a 
page from Sans’ book, dropping to one knee himself. But it was holy tailbone that met 
ceremonial knee in this case, in a textbook atomic drop. Fidge went down without delay, 
clutching his ass and moaning. There was something uncannily meaty about the resounding 


smack he made when his side hit the ground. 


Stan really looked. He bent down towards Fidge and looked. A psychic cloud slowly 


began to lift. Holy shit indeed. He had seen it from the beginning, but his mind had refused to 
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process the information. Now he quickly scanned the rest of the crowd. There was no denying 


it. Every one of the demigods save Bicco was kiloflabby. 


Beesile Bob was rushing into the fray. The worst part was that Stan had absolutely no 
idea what the unpredictable demon would try and pull. Before he could hazard a guess, Yuut 
was facing him, snortingly preparing to close in. Great galloping grasshoppers, he would never 
have believed it — even Yuut, of all demigods, had a paunch. Surforeous faced San, as Finklin 
and Kile were both distracted by the demonic interloper. The Admiraless tried to close distance. 
Like a flash, the speedy musclewitch slid by her, flowing like greased lightening into a flying 
elbow which she delivered crunchingly to the back of Yuuts’ head. Whinnying, the demigod 
staggered forward, into an uppercut from Stan that hit with the fiery upwards momentum of a 
reverse meteor. His muzzle clattering, Yuut met Mr. Sandman before he even hit the floor. No 
sooner had this transpired, than Surforeous had San from behind, attempting to apply a full 
nelson. Narrowly, San wormed her arms out of the hold. She grabbed Surforeous’ neck just 
below the head, getting leverage on her jawbone. With a deep breath, she lifted herself and 
Surforeous into the air in a leap like that of a competitive diver, using her levitational power to 
gain unnatural airtime. Surforeous sank her fingers into Wortles’ sides in a valiant attempt, but 
they only left small red spots. Now, heaving heavily — this was one damnably heavy demigod! - 
San flipped in midair, so that Surforeous’ back was facing the ground. But it didn’t make it 
there. The small of Surforeous’ back met the rising hyper-hard cranium of Stans’ hyper-hard 
head, bending her statuesque form into an unpleasantly exaggerated angle, with San still putting 
wait on her flopping belly, now reclining cockily as if she were just hanging out on some 
gelatinous beach. The gauze covering Sans’ forehead wound wobbled with the impact, and it 


occurred to him that the weakness in one part of his skull was being made up for in his body by 
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increased, almost demon-like strengths in other parts. The insight did not prevent him from 
seeing multitudinous stars. Surforeous moaned, flopped sideways off Stans’ head to the floor, 
and stayed there. At the same moment, San sprang into the air, and remained there, floating 


above the field of battle, observing the action. 


Kile and Finklin were fast approaching Stan, murderous intent radiating from their 
sunken eyes. Kile didn’t make it. Jumping up, flinging himself through the air like a flying fish, 
Bobs’ bald crantum came crashing down atop Kiles’ bald cranium like a bomb, leading to a 
resounding cracking sound. Bob slid off Kile and onto his feet. Kile wavered for a moment, 
eyes open, nobody home, before sliding down to take a quick mid-fight nap. Fidge was rising to 
his hands and knees. Bob casually kicked him in the face, ending his efforts. He looked down at 
the unmoving Bicco for a moment, then decided to kick him in the face as well, for good 
measure. A low moaning from the ground revealed Bobs’ perceptiveness — the demigod had 


indeed been more conscious than he had let on. 


Finklin closed distance with Stan, and they came to grips. Stan couldn’t believe that, 
even in this weakened state, the once-slender little deity could still match up with Stan in the 
contest of pure strength. Seeing the authentic threat the Swashbuckler posed, for a moment he 
considered his machete. No divinity should be trifled with. If he could cut into this celestial rat, 
it could make things that much easier. As if reading his thoughts, Finklin gripped the fingers that 
much harder, not allowing the possibility of near-term release even in the event of a sneaky body 
kick from Stan. The combatants circled. San dropped to the ground, tongue out, mustering her 
energy. “I’m getting too old for this sorta hijinks,” she muttered. Bob was hanging back 


happily, observing the contest with keen interest. If his anti-demigod pattern continued — not 


748 


something be taken for granted - Finklin would be outnumbered. Right now, however, it was 


one-on-one. Neither side was giving an inch. 


Finklins’ eyes narrowed. The sour-faced, scowling demigod pierced Stan with those 
eyes, and without letting up on the pressure by one millimeter, he spoke, his voice echoing 
bitterly around the wide chamber. “I gave my power to your greatest heroes. I gave you mortals 
an age of adventure. And this is how you repay me. This is the thanks I get, for sponsoring the 
Order of the Mystical Scholars of Knighthood, for inaugurating a swashbuckling period of death- 


defying wonder-“ 


“No,” Bob interjected from the sideline, his voice saner than Stan had ever heard it. “The 
power didn’t come from you, demigod. It was within the hearts of the humans the whole time. 
You were merely a gaudy opportunist, the kind we of the Hadean Consortium are dealing with 


all the time. Just look into your heart. You know it’s true.” 


It was instantly clear that the words had gotten through, had penetrated, had touched on 
and awakened some realization inside Finklin. For one last time, he pushed mightily, and in that 
heart-stopping moment Stan felt a strength that came within a hairsbreadth of besting his own, of 
pushing him back. Then, the necrotic energy faded from Finklins’ face, and his frame began to 
sag, his color going from grey to white. Stan pushed with overwhelming strength, and the very 
bones of the demigods’ arms began to bend. And he crumbled. Finklin crumbled, sagging to the 
ground, face showing only untellable melancholy, where seemingly bottomless wrath had been 


only a moment earlier. 


“Demigod,” said Stan, “explain yourself. Why have you become kiloflabby? Don’t you 


understand the danger your irresponsibility poses to the balance of nature?” 
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“Oh, can it,” the exhausted demigod intoned. “I can eat whatever I want. With no 


worshippers, who am I trying to impress?” And he lost consciousness. 


“ALRIGHT!” All sign of sanity once again disappeared as Bob charged the exhausted 
Stan, landing a powerful front stomp-kick to his stomach. Stan bent over in nauseous agony, but 
managed to remain on his feet. From out of nowhere, San flew like a diving hawk, her forward- 
bent knee slapping Bobs’ face fly with an agonizing thwack as she passed. The pained 
disorientation this caused gave Stan time to regain his land-legs. He was ready to end this 
nonsense. He charged, jumped, brought his legs forward, making an aerial torpedo of his body, 
soles of his boots facing Bobs’ face. The momentum of the dropkick disturbed the still air of the 


chamber, sending it outward, causing Bobs’ face fly to shrink back instinctively. 


But Bob himself didn’t move an inch from his spot. Instead, he brought both hands in 
front of his face in a shield, and grabbed Stans’ feet, holding him in place. The impact had the 
sound of a massive boulder being dropped from a skyscraper, thudding as it hit the ground. 

Sans’ ears rang for a full minute afterwords. Displaced air whipped in a miniature gale around 
the room. Stan remained rigid, still horizontal, his brow furrowed, focus intensifying within him. 
His hands were making small gestures, as if he were trying to sweep something forward, towards 


Bob. 


And it began happening. Even Stan had wondered whether it could really work, 
especially now that there wasn’t gonna be any more divine help. But no. This was actually 
working. This was a thing that was happening, right now, and it looked like it was gonna keep 


happening. 
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The dermal air currents were sliding down Stans’ sides, moving towards his feet. They 
concentrated there. Then, they were building up into a dermal air ray that was shooting outward. 
So far, so good. If he could heavily mitigate bullet damage in the right circumstances, of course 
he could extend a ray outward from his feet. It was tough, but doable. But the end of that would 
be when it hit the diamond-solid shield of Bobs’ demonic fists. It wouldn’t be any different to 


him than a light breeze to an ordinary adult man. 


But that wasn’t the end. Could you extend a dermal air current ray with enough force to 
imbue it with a sense of forward-motion “consciousness?” Stan would have previously said that 
was nonsense. But now, the dermal wind was snaking through the microscopically thin space 
between the enclosed hands. And it was doing it with such intent, that on the atomic level, it was 
retaining a sort of memory of momentum, a preparedness to accelerate and resume that 
momentum. This was happening in the span of microseconds. The dermal winds snaked, 
flowing like an underground stream through the hot enclosed purgatory of negligible no-mans’- 
land between Bobs’ right and left hand. It flowed, and it crackled with retained dermal power. 
And finally, it slipped out through the spot between the bases of the two palms. And, 


immediately accelerating to prior full speed, it shot at the plaster of Bobs’ poorly repaired tooth. 


And made contact. The plaster crumbled to nothing. The winds whipped up through the 
crack, reigniting the pain, redoubling it. Bob screamed, releasing Stan to flop to the floor in 
exhaustion. Nothing could have prepared a listener for that scream. It was twice the scream of 
last time. But it was more than just a quantitative difference. That scream had a manic quality 
that tugged at the roots of sanity of any unfortunate enough to hear it. It tugged, madly and 
maliciously tugged at the roots of sanity. And it was then that Stan realized what the strange 


smell that permeated this place was. It was the smell of boiling insanity. 
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Then, in a much-needed moment of mercy, Bob simply passed out, tumbling to the floor 


in the manner of one drunk with pain. 


San walked over, clearly exhausted. “Are you feeling okay?” she asked Stan. “That was 
incredible. You really did it. We better get outta here before any of these kiloflabby has-been 
assholes wake up. I’m so tired I can’t levitate more than a millimeter, but maybe we can climb it 


from here-“ 


“Hold, Wortle.” It was a weak croak from the ground where Bicco lay, much more dead 
than alive, a trickle of blood coming from his lip from the recent demonic kick to the head. It 
was a hallowed miracle he was even conscious. “I would have thought better of you than to fall 
into flab-shaming. Nonetheless, I’m forced to commend you. You have both really done it. 
This humiliation... It is different. If you had been peers, we might remain hungry for 
vengeance, perhaps for as long as our existence persisted. You humans know much the same 
emotion, to our mutual detriment. But no. No, not here. All six of us, defeated by two humans 
with minimal demonic assistance. And then, you go on and defeat that selfsame demon 
afterward! No, such an event is not a beginning. It’s an ending.” Somehow, an even greater 
weariness passed over the features of Bicco. “But to be defeated in this manner — if it must come 
to this, if this is our ignoble destiny, what better mortal can be found, to dole it out! There is 
truly nobody we would rather be defeated by, in all the history of mortal-dom. This is the thing 
we have to be thankful for, in our dire hour. We wished you to sing our praises. What finer 
song, to cap off our illustrious careers, than the song of this incredible battle! That is a much 
greater gift, we finally realize, than continuing on in this kiloflabby limbo, an affront to our prior 


glories, to receive empty praises given by transactional hearts. 
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“We are going. We’ll be gone a very, very long time. Much, much much, ohhhhmuch 
recuperation will be necessary. I don’t know when we’ll be back, but things will be very 
different by then. But let us focus on the now. We have consulted — of course, we are all one — 
and we have determined to give you one last parting gift. And may you go with the light, 
always, Wortle. And you, boy. Know that you cannot defeat your heroic destiny through paltry 
hissyfits of diabolic posturing. You are a Mexican Jew, hero of your people, and you are bound 


to this cruel fate by the iron vice of the Entropic Order.” 


“Man,” said Stan, “give your damn gifts and just fuck off outta here.” 


Bitterly at first, then with genuine, croaky, closed-eyed mirth, Bicco began to chuckle on 
the ground. Soon, San found herself chuckling too. And Bicco crumbled. His skin melted into 
gossamer, sloughing off the yellowed bones, which dissolved to dust. In his place, a tiny floating 
light remained, glowing yellow. It zipped about, like a will-o-the-wisp, flying over to where the 
body of Kile lay. Kile crumbled, and a tiny orange light remained in his place. The two lights 
flew over to the body of Yuut. Yuut crumbled, and a tiny red light remained in his place. The 
three lights sailed over where the body of Fidge lay. Fidge crumbled, and a tiny green light 
remained in his place. The four lights sailed over to where the body of Surforeous lay. 
Surforeous crumbled, and a tiny blue light remained in her place. The five lights sailed over to 


where the body of Finklin lay. Finklin crumbled, and a tiny purple light remained in his place. 


“Deities love this kinda stuff,’ San quietly noted. “Patterns, correspondences. Creates 


the illusion of meaning.” 


Now the lights flitted around each other, spinning in accelerating loopy patterns until they 


merged. Stan expected them to converge in a blinding white light. Instead, there was a slightly 
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larger indigo light, not quite as bright as the sum-total of the six separate lights. It flew, and to 


Stans’ horror, it sailed through his skin and ended its’ flight inside his chest. 


“Ghhhaaa!” Stan clawed at his chest. “Get these mother fucking demigods outta my 


fucking heart!” 


San chuckled. “Relax. Isn’t it obvious? They’re just hitching a ride in your chest. Their 
real destination is the Iliosax. You can tell by the luster — it’d be much brighter if they meant to 
remain within you. That luster is on a quest-item frequency, or else I don’t deserve to call 
myself an occultist. Demigods always love a good quest. Anyway, those aren’t the actual 


deities, just some demigod essence they’ ve left behind.” 


Stan scowled, his frown so exaggerated it was almost farcical. “Well it’s still disgusting. 
Let’s get that damn sax as soon as possible. I only regret I can’t wash the inside of my chest 


when I shower next.” 


Bob chose that moment to stir from his place on the ground. The pair walked over, 
looked down at the wrecked demon. Stan spat. San knelt down. She reached into the utility 
belt, pulling out a small dropper. Grabbing Bobs’ head by the face fly, she stuck the dropper into 
the recess in his tooth and unloaded a few drops. The demons’ fly eyes swiveled towards the 
musclewitch, recognition shining. “Demon,” she said, “I can’t condone your methods, but you 


sure know how to get results.” 


“Thanks, musclewitch,” Bob said. “That feels like a million bucks. My names’ Bob, 


Beesile Bob. Former capo for Beelzebub. I don’t think we’ve ever been properly introduced.” 


“Beesile Bob? I might’ve heard about you.” 
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“Woman,” Stan cut in, “what the flying fuck do you think you’re doing?” 


San began helping Bob up as she turned her head towards Stan. “Listen, you sack of 
dumbnuggets. Haven’t you caught on yet? I told you you needed real life practice. Well, Bob’s 


been giving it to you.” 


Stan thought back. He thought about the time at the edge of Neooiseaux, when he had 
first chipped Bobs’ tooth. That had required massive dermal air current control. He thought to 
the time in Bokes, at the Jenkjoint, when he had mitigated the damage from that bullet. Could he 
have pulled that off if he hadn’t first had to summon the dermal air currents to his toe? He 
thought of the stamina and focus he’d needed in the fight outside that pathetic diner, which Bob 
had unhesitatingly busted apart. He remembered what San had said back in the depths of the 
Chromedome, what seemed like a million years ago — had it really been a mere week? Jt’s not 
that the Mexican Jewish assassin arts can’t provide a good basis to develop your personal style. 
It absolutely can, even should. But you’re gonna have to go back to the drawing board and 


retrain yourself fighting real wrestlers before any of that can happen. 


“You mother fuckers was just fucking with me the whole time,” Stan muttered. “I’m not 


a sack of dumbnuggets.” 


“Hey, Bob,” said San. “If that smell of boiling insanity is any indication, we’re probably 
near the forge of Jazzy Bryce. I’m too exhausted to levitate an inch. Having to handhold my 
whole team for days, ve done way more spells than I’m used to at my age. Stan here doesn’t 
even have a mode of flight. Could you be a dear and help fly us to the forge? I’m sure Satan 
would be grateful, wherever he’s getting shipped off to now. What we’re getting there will be a 


huge benefit for rock and roll, and for music in general.” 
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“Love to, honey,” said Bob. “Satan’s last wish at this post was that rock and roll music 
should flourish again on the face of the Earth. It might seem small consolation after his many 


crucial errors, but the thought of helping fulfil it is what keeps me going these days.” 


“Wonderful! Stan, this is how a cool guy acts. Take notes.” 


“If you’re so concerned with rock and roll,” said Stan to Bob, “why did you try to 


convince me not to take that baby electric guitar when we were back in Hell?” 


“Oh yeah. I’d almost forgot about that. At first I didn’t even know it was an instrument. 
There was just some weird small thing lying there, glistening with strange moisture. All I could 
tell, at that point, was that there was gonna be trouble. Man, you saw what almost happened to 
us. I didn’t even know if you were gonna survive at first, after getting hit on the head like that. 
Scared that poor instrument to death. It was wailing pathetically for hours, I can tell you. It’s 


just a good general rule, man. Normally, you never wanna steal anything moist.” 


“Oh yeah,” said San. “Stan, I don’t blame Bob. ‘Never steal anything moist’ is like 
scripture when you’re training in Wiccan arts. Of course there are always exceptions to every 
rule, but I can’t tell you how often incompetent witches have caused major problems by blindly 


ignoring that rule. I could write a book about it. Or maybe a song...” 


12. Love Theme From Never Steal Anything Moist 


The white landscape below shone resplendent in the moonlight. Stan was held by his midsection 
under Bobs’ left arm, like a bale of hay. San was in the same position, opposite side. It should 


have been humiliating. Instead, Stan felt a sense of childlike wonder that he couldn’t explain, 
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welling up from a place he didn’t know existed. The jagged mountains and snowy valleys, the 
highs and the lows, undulating in the moonlight. Silent and pure, it seemed to never end. The 
cold wind of the mountaintops whipped as they flew, Bobs’ great wings beating at hyperspeed, 
and Stan realized that he didn’t feel the least bit lightheaded, even though there couldn’t possibly 
be much oxygen up here. He didn’t feel any effect beyond exhilarating, wonder-filled 
refreshment at the purity of this rarified world. No sounds existed here save the whipping of the 
wind and the beating of Bobs’ wings, and the subtle sound of ones’ own pulse, like the breaking 


waves of this timeless cosmic ocean of moonlit white. 


Bob circled higher. “There it is!” yelled Stan, pointing. Not far now, below and ahead, a 
warm glow was coming from within some structure near the summit of an especially tall 
mountain, a comforting dot that contrasted sharply with the rest of the cold landscape. Bob 
headed straight for it. The smell of boiling insanity was certainly stronger now, but it was 
rendered tolerable by the many other smells emanating from that structure, including chestnut, 
cinnamon, and steamed crab. As they drew closer, alien moon runes were visible, carved in bas 
relief on the boxy eaves of that boxy structure, imbuing the otherwise utilitarian architecture with 
spooky novelty. The forges’ glowing, pulsing deep-yellow warmth was not just comforting, Stan 


found. It was hypnotic. 


Bob set the pair down near the wide-open entrance, where the snow had melted, revealing 
the bare rock underneath. “Wow,” he said, “the forge of Jazzy Bryce himself! This is so cool!” 
From within, the soft roar of great fires melded with a faint clatter of metal on metal. The 
clattering came to an end. The large, open-flung iron gate was inscribed with more moon runes. 
San studied these carefully, puzzled by their doubtful provenance. The glow from within the 


courtyard was so strong it obscured everything, going from yellow to red as one peered farther 


Ey, 


within. As they drew closer, peered in farther, a form emerged from the heat haze like a 
platypus-billed phantom, materializing into a very solid, short, slightly stocky figure. It was 


unmistakably Jazzy Bryce himself. 


“Aaaaahhhhh!” exclaimed the Jazzykin. “I greet you, I salute you, intrepid, 
mmmhhmmm, to visit here tonight is a work of pleasure, gift of munificent great fortune on the 
part of the Fate. You must know and realize at this magic time, friend San, and you, new friend 
Stan, and also guest demon, that this is a great day. So congratulations for being at the correct 


place, during the proper time.” 


“Jazzy Bryce,” said Stan. “I have something I’d like to get done. I have-“ he shuddered 
slightly- “divine essence inside of me, and San tells me the only way to get the damn stuff out is 


to transfer it to the Iliosax. Can we hurry up and get this tended to?’ 


Jazzy Bryce broke into a fit of disturbing laughter. “Patience, tough combatant. Soon, 
everything will be prepared, and you fine specimens can get the fuck outta here to go do 
important quest actions, I assure you. The only thing keeping is that the metal must cool. Give it 
a brief time, and then you can fly. Meanwhile, offer any refreshments?” He pulled a moss- 


covered stone out of some compartment from within his robes. 


“Nope,” said San. “No way no how, Bryce. I’m not eating anything you like.” 


“Tempting,” said Bob, “but I had a big dinner.” 


“T’m not hungry,” said Stan. “I just want these damn demigod essences out.” 


Jazzy Bryce nodded. “Lovely night,” he said, admiring his rock. “Clouds come, too 


much snow, but they pass, as quickly, leaving such beautiful moonlight. Such a blizzard! I 
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shiver. Then, all is peaceful.” He opened his bill slightly more, and a long, slender, flexible 
tongue, sickly mottled-purple in hue, snaked out, weaving around as if possessed of its own 
separate consciousness. San stepped off to the side, using to utility belt radio to quickly reassure 
Jenks that they were at target location and would be back shortly. As her back was turned, the 
tongue landed on the moss of the upheld stone, petting it lovingly. Then the tip rested heavily, 
and began to emit a noxious grey fluid, which steamed as it encountered the air. The tongue 
seemed to be wrestling with the solid rock, where the fluid sat. A puff of steam went up, and it 
sliced a goodly portion of the rock off. Wrapping itself around the mossy nugget, it retracted 
into the bill, where the rock piece disappeared. After about two seconds, green smoke started to 
emerge from the bills’ nostrils, lightly at first, then in big, stinky plumes that smelt of thousand- 
year-old digested plant matter. And Stan was finding that, somehow, his face had gotten close to 
the nostrils, and he was breathing in the plumes, breathing them in heavily, sickly green stuff 


entering his mighty lungs and changing things up, surely not for the better. 


“That looks delicious,” said Bob. “I might have to change my mind and take you up on 


that snack.” 


“Tt’s fun to eat,” Jazzy Bryce laughed. 


And the image of that face, with its’ bulldog jowls and insect eyes and greenly smoking 
bill, and a mottled purple tongue emerging and snaking around in some archaic dance, that image 
expanded in Stans’ mind, laughing, until he could hardly stand it. He could hardly stand it. And 
then the laughing redoubled, and the smoke increased, and the eyes started doing that damn 
shrink-grow, grow-shrink routine again, the one that was so freaky and annoying to him. And he 
tried to shout out, “GOD DAMN IT, BRYCE!” But at that moment, the laughter and the facial 


contortions relented, and he was met with a dark blankness, from which emerged a vision. 
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Six hundred years in the past. The Great Rock Mountains Range was known as the “Great 
Rockies.” Parts were well inhabited, by a timid people, little accustomed to outsiders, burly, 
gruff, retiring. These were the ancestors of those beings who inhabited the village Stans’ group 
had played for the previous night, a village whose name he had already forgot, if indeed he ever 


knew it. But they were not the only inhabitants. 


Large stretches of the mighty mountains were unsettled or abandoned. It was prime 
galactic real estate for an enterprising group that wanted a relaxing getaway, off the beaten path. 
The saucercraft came down, ten in number. From them emerged the speculative development 
droids. Quickly, they erected many blocky, utilitarian structures from standardized designs. But 
this was the tip of the iceberg of their development. Most of their efforts went into the 
tunneling-out of underground dwellings. Within a month, the hyper-efficient machines had set 
up an adequate settlement to advertise with. They got back into their saucercraft and zoomed to 


the next location, never pausing. 


A hundred years passed, as the galactic bear market went into full swing. Many 
considered moving to neighboring galaxies with lower inflation. The already-hurting Milky 
Way could scarcely have afforded this. Thankfully, there was an upswing in the nick of time. 
Coinciding with this, twenty saucercraft landed in-and-around the speculative settlements, still 
unfound by the ignorant natives, perfectly weatherproofed and in nearly as good a condition as 
when they were built and tunneled one hundred years ago. From out of the saucers, a whole tribe 
of freaky, bug eyed platypus bulldog midgets emerged, male and female, young and old. It was 


Jazzy Bryces’ people. And they were ready for some easy living. 
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For a while, the small settlement seemed to be thriving. There was convenient shopping, 
a highly rated golf course, competent primary schooling. Occasional low-income vacationers 
would add a bit to the towns’ income by popping in to the homegrown moss rock stands, but the 
primary driver for the economy was the retired locals who un-pickily gave most local ventures 
business, often seeming to have more fun complaining about inadequate service than if 
everything had been perfect. It was the lifestyle of the sustainable small town the universe over 
—money made elsewhere, pumped into the economy for the sport of living the mythical “small 


town lifestyle.” 


Then the planets’ current demigods showed up. They invited themselves to nearly every 
council meeting. These were the local guys with all the power. It would’ve been stupid to 
antagonize them. Soon, a series of six little marble statues of the local deities went up in the 
central fountain of the Plaza Under the Mountain. Everything was getting named the “Fidge 
this” or the “Finklin that.” Everyone started just calling the “Surforeous International Golf 
Course” the “Course,” and children wouldn’t know what you were talking about if you called it 
by its’ full name. It all became a joke to the locals. Yet the demigods wouldn’t take a hint. 
They showed up to meetings that had to do with sewer system routings and things like that, stuff 
that had no pertinence to them. It was becoming evident that they wanted to make Moondawn 
Hills an early-model project that would display their theological appeal to demographics beyond 


the confines of Planet Earth. They were trying to hijack the town. 


Many had moved to Moondawn Hills with the thought of escaping the rat race, and 
consequently, of inoculating their children from the immoral influences said race tended to 
breed. Now, they were finding, the kids were growing restless. And we all know what teen 


restlessness leads to — teen pregnancies. With this rather flimsy excuse (in truth the parents were 
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just as bored), more and more folks were moving on from the settlement, even as the more 
affluent retirees passed away, not being replaced by a fresh crop. Old people talk, and word gets 
around. Everybody knew that the reason no new retirees were coming in was that nobody 
wanted to spend the remaining years of their lives in a place where they had to deal with 
annoying local demigods. Old folks hate that kinda shit even more than most. The problem was 
staring the community in the face, nearly everywhere they went. But nobody knew what to do 


about it. Shops closed. Real estate went unsold. The writing was on the wall. 


Bryce didn’t give a toss for any demigods. But he found, to his surprise, that he wasn’t 
sad about the way things were developing, not even a little. During the bull times, his forging 
business had been a cornerstone of the local economy. His skills at the hyperanvil were no joke. 
Many visitors had asked him why he didn’t consider moving somewhere more profitable, and he 
had never been able to answer. He loved the rocks around here, yeah. But there was something 
more to it. Then his costumer numbers dropped off, and he wasn’t even annoyed. It wasn’t that 
he was pleased by the reduced workload. Far from it. He was working more than ever, on every 
sort of passion project. Sure, being able to devote more time to these projects helped. For every 
one he finished, he came up with two new ones. They’d told him that one hundred and thirty- 
nine was when you started slowing down, but he felt like his life was really just getting going. 
He had more energy than ever, but not the kind of reckless youth-energy that flies in every 
direction without aim. It was the kind of energy that you can focus, that you can train on a truly 
worthwhile task and see consistent results, the energy that’s compatible and even complimentary 
with patience. For a hypersmith, this was prime lifetime. Not having as many folks nagging him 


could only help things. 
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The community floundered. The demigods complained that the council was incompetent, 
refusing to take any responsibility. This lack of self-analysis was the last straw. Half the council 
quit within a single Earth-year, packing for greener pastures. The ones that remained, primarily 
did so out of some-or-other sense of obligation. Often this was just a smokescreen to hide their 
own cowardice from themselves, their own fear of change, but it didn’t matter too much. They 
had to leave soon enough anyway, as the local economy tanked, and the population dwindled to 
almost nothing. Speculative small developments like this were inherently delicate. Not much 


had to rock the boat before there was too much water to bail. 


And Bryce remained. And it was then, when everyone else in town was only thinking of 
what they would do and where they would go next, that Bryce began to really take this whole 


“Jazzy” thing seriously. 


The vision faded. San coughed, the strange vapours of the forge finally getting to her sinuses. 
Bob was polishing off the end of a big mossy rock. He belched loudly, the force causing Stans’ 
hair to flutter. He smoothed it back down and addressed Bryce. “Aha. Speculative 
development, eh? And I bet that myriapod we saw was one of your pests. Brought to Earth in a 


food-shipment crate, perhaps?” 


“Precision,” said Jazzy Bryce. “Those damn guys get in all holds. Now it’s more like 
their city! Not my town. Damn guys are like what you say as ‘silverfish’, in that they annoy, but 


can actually be very tasty.” 


San nodded sagely. “I know what you’re talking about, man. Hey. Do you think the 


Tliosax is getting close?” 


763 


“Perspicacious to a maximum limit,” said Jazzy Bryce. “If history is any judge, it should 
be perfected in its’ current cooling at this nanosecond. Be right back. Oh!” He turned back to 
Stan. “You might be already savvy, young fellow, but please — never enter this forge! The 
demon could enter fine, though I don’t want his clumsiness in my regions — no offense, fellow — 
but for even San, who has tricks and methods for extreme temps, it would be touch-and-go. For 


you, it would be a burn-up.” 


Stan nodded. “I got it. Bring that sax out so I can get rid of this filthy demigod essence 


and we can get outta your hair.” 


“Indeedie!” With startling speed, Jazzy Bryce disappeared into the warm glow. In short 
order, he was back out with the instrument clutched in both hands. He held it up triumphantly. 
It shimmered. It was truly a beautiful saxophone. There was an essence to it, as of the pure 


radiance of the sun, without being as painful to look at. It was bright, but not too bright. 


Stan felt a buzzing in his chest. Without preamble, he ejected the indigo radiance. It 
flitted about playfully, then darted into the heart of the sax. There was a crackling, and the 
indigo melded with the solar brightness to make a magnificent luster. The whole instrument, 
fully present before, now seemed even more real, more fleshed-out and three-dimensional and 
THERE. It felt like a device that could change the course of things. It was a device that would 


change the course of things. 


San took the sax reverently. “Jazzy Bryce, this is a gift which we won’t soon be able to 
repay. You have outdone yourself. Thank you for everything, and I’ll hope to see you at the 


club soon.” 
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“Yeah, yeah,” said Jazzy Bryce, waving the complements away. “It’s the sax. It’s got 
workmanship. That’s my whole job, no problem. Happy birthday today this morning, San 


Wortle! One hundred and thirty-nine, your life is starting this instant! So young!” 


“Who told you it was my damn birthday,” San began, but Jazzy Bryce was already 
retreating into his forge, waving and laughing the whole way. Stan grinned. San turned to Bob, 


who was also grinning. “Come on, Bob, let’s go. Our people are waiting on us.” 


San held out a small metal wand, attached to the utility belt by a curly cord, as Bob hoisted her 
and Stan along through the high mountain air, holding then underarm with tireless ease. From 
the belt, a sharp beeping emitted, shrill enough to be heard above the wind and the hyperbeating 
of Bobs’ wings. Whenever the beeping’s tempo reduced, San waved the instrument around and 
then yelled up to Bob at the top of her lungs, “A LITTLE TO THE LEFT BOB” or “MORE TO 
THE RIGHT.” In this way they continued for some time, Stan feeling the weariness, the 
headache, the full dull soulache, as morning crept up to the horizon in severe radiant splendor. 
He gripped the Iliosax with tired fingers, wondering what reaction he might get if he just 


dropped the thing. 


The headache. Mountains swept past, no sleep, weariness. Dismal. What a chore this 
whole adventuring business was. And Jenks didn’t even want this sax? Spare us. Spare me, 
thought Stan. Spare me this nonsense. He looked over, and realized that he knew San well 
enough, somehow, to realize something new. What little change had developed this new 
understanding? The fellowship of battle? Or just the accumulation of normal observations from 


these few days that felt like a thousand years? The realization that she felt little, if any, different 
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than he. Yes, she was waving her little wand out there, he presumed a navigational device to 
detect other utility belts and, he mentally begged Fate, to return them to the cave and the group, 
rather than landing them with that Gus cretin wherever he was holed up — was waving it around 
with a straight face, her sharp hawklike crone features always focused, always stoic and ready to 
laugh at the japes of grim fate, to crack wry jokes at the miseries of existence, carrying on with 
her duties as if untired. But that was just it. They were duties. Without the duty of getting this 
sax, which she clearly hoped would be of service, this would all only be as miserable to her as it 


was to him. He had no way to know this, yet he felt it. He felt it. 


San looked over. “JUST RELAX, CHAMP. I GOT IT SO THE BELT DETECTOR 


ONLY DETECTS MOONRANGE WAVES.” 


Stan squinted. “WHAT?” 


“NEVER MIND. JUST REST. WE’LL BE BACK TO THE WAGON AND YOU CAN 


SLEEP ‘TILL THE CONCERT TONIGHT.” 


The concert — tonight? Was the musclewitch totally mad from all this exertion? Had 
lack of sleep made her take leave of their senses? They were still much too far from Great Rock 
City to even think about the concert, praise Darkness. Still, her advice was sound. The best 
thing to do was simply rest as much as possible, without succumbing to these needless worries 
and bitchinesses. There would be time, in the wagon. Besides, the fact of defeating those 
obnoxious demigods — even if they were tired old flabmasters on their way out anyway — was 


some small consolation amid the weariness. 


Now the annoying beeping was louder. “BOB!” San fairly screeched. “REDUCE 


ALTITUDE!” Bob did as instructed, and soon the utility belt was emitting an unbearable spitfire 
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claxon. It was mercifully short lived, as San switched off a knob and stuck the wand back in its’ 
slot. Their flight path slanted downwards. Then, there was yelling from the ground, as familiar 
small shapes ran to-and-fro, pointing at Bob excitedly. “IT’S OKAY!” San yelled down to the 
antlike allies who were emerging one by one from the mountainside cave nestled amidst 


unending white. “HE’S WITH US!” Above, Bob chuckled. 


As they touched down in the snow outside the range of the magically heated rocks, the 
whinnying speedmules comforted by ‘Roy, they were mobbed by the rest of the group. Stan 
slipped out from Bobs’ arms and went straight towards Jenks, sax outstretched. “A gift, friend. 
The Iliosax, powerful magical creation of Jazzy Bryce. Funny that you should be the one 


receiving the present, when it’s San Wortles’ birthday.” 


“Really?! I didn’t remember when your birthday was, curse my negligent soul!” Jenks 
took the sax, but his attention was entirely on San, a massive smile enveloping his face. “Well, I 
know I said I didn’t play anymore, but on this one day I might have to make an exception. How 


old you turnin’?! 


“Save it.” San was readably unreadable. “You can play for me, soon enough, in front of 


an audience at the Great Rock City Amphitheatre.” 


“Huh?” Dace looked befuddled. “San dear, we’re not anywhere close to Great Rock 
City with these winding roads. The snowstorm has messed up any chance of making it on 
schedule. We’ll just have to get there tomorrow and hope they aren’t booked up for a later 


engagement.” 


“Not with pegassium powder, we won’t. Everybody start packing.” 
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“T think she just needs a little rest,” Dace said quietly to Jenks. But everyone was happy, 
after endless hours stuck in the cave, to start packing up, grabbing their supplies from where they 
were strewn near the still-warm rocks. San turned to Bob. “Bob, you are gonna wanna be in 
Great Rock City tonight. Get tickets however you can. And keep the receipt. After all you’ve 


done, I'll definitely reimburse you.” 


“T wouldn’t miss it, darlin’,” he said with a chunky grin. And, with a wave of his mighty 


hand, he was back up in the air and off among the mountain peaks. 


As the group busily threw stuff into the back of the cart, San grabbed the feedbag for the 
speedmules and took it out of the way. She opened it. Reaching into the intricate depths of the 
utility belt, her hand emerged with the purpo stalk. “Baby,” she muttered to the strange fungus, 
“now’s the time to do your stuff. We need you.” Holding it directly over the feed, she took a 
thumb and forefinger and began grinding, letting a fine misting of purpo dust fall, like pepper 
injudiciously applied to a salad. Soon the little stalk was no more. Forming her intimidating 
hands into shovels, she mixed the thin layer of powder thoroughly into the feed. The result was a 
slight change of hue, almost a glittery quality even — subtle, but more than was belied by the 


small amount of drab grey dust which had been added. 


Hefting the sack, she carried it back to its’ spot in the wagons’ rear. She grabbed a 
handful of feed with one hand, closed the bag with the other. Bringing the feed up to her 
nostrils, she shut her eyes, and sniffed. “Ahhh. That’s the stuff.” Satisfied, she brought it 
around to the front of the carriage. The speedmules were snorting happily in anticipation of their 
morning meal. She held her hand out, and first one, then the other, licked up their fill as usual, 


with a gusto that betrayed no sign of reservations. ‘Roy looked on. 
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“San,” he said, “I know you of all people know your business, but I hope whatever you 
put in that feed doesn’t make them too excited. They’ve got to be extra cautious on these 


winding mountain roads, with the possibility of ice.” 


“Hey, relax. Do you think I care when we get to Great Rock City? We’re alike, ‘Roy, in 
one very important respect - the only thing I really care about here is the Archive. At my age, 


the last thing I need is to be swerving around on mountain roads in the snow.” 


“Pacts-of-my-ancestors, San, you really call yourself ‘old?’ One hundred thirty-nine is 


1? 


when life starts!” He’d been teased enough — it was time to get his own licks in. 


San sighed. Yes, of course that Vampiro fink had been spreading her age around. “Yeah, 
maybe for you. Everyone and nearly everything seems young to you. I just hate it how much I 
wish I was young and hip, ‘Roy. I know it’s totally, droolingly stupid to think like that, and I 
can’t help it and I don’t wanna talk about it. But trust me, the nutrition supplement I added 
won’t make our speedfriends here go haywire.” She patted the appreciative snouts of both 


speedmules in turn. 


“Alright, San,” said “Roy. “You’ve proven to be more resourceful on this quest than I 


ever would’ve expected. You better get back there and rest.” 


San nodded, delighted by the thought of resting. She got into the cart. Everyone was 
wrapping up their packing and their bodies, and climbing in. Stan was already asleep, Johnny 
nestled atop him. Dace scanned the cave to make sure nobody left anything. Then he came in 
last, along with a green Dingus who he helped navigate, propping him up below the shoulder. 


Mella took hold of Dingus as he extruded himself into the passenger area, pulling him upwards 
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with titanic might. He flopped onto a cushion. “Alright “Roy,” Dace called up. “The gang’s all 


here. Let ‘er rip.” 


‘Roy pulled away from the cave mouth, out onto the road. The speedmules ambled at a 
leisurely pace. No sooner had they gotten out than a mad voice came from behind. “See?! 
Didn’t I tell ya we would catch up to them?!” It was a shout of shrill desperation. Not far 
behind, a frost-caked Collins was pedaling his frost-encased bike madly. In the passenger car, 
Gus was sniffling like a diesel engine fueled by sick-days, a pair of icicles hanging from his 
nose. His body was technically alive, though just barely. His mind had long since gotten outta 
there, determining that whatever was going on here, it was for suckers and chumps, and this was 
one brain that would have no part of it. Greener pastures, his vacant look seemed to say. 


Greener pastures. 


Immediately, the speedmules were frightened out of their wits by the strange frosty 
apparition to their rear. They began frantically galloping, not responding to ‘Roys’ desperate 
attempts to reign them in. A sharp corner was just ahead. There wasn’t even a moment of 
hesitation. The beasts sped right off the ledge, and the carriage flew out sickeningly over the 


white abyss. 


‘Roy closed his eyes. “I should have seen this coming,” he said to himself quietly. 


“OH FUCK,” said Mella. Jenks looked completely stoic, though his leg trembled 
slightly, residual energy of unfinished actions. Dace buried his head in a cushion. Dingus turned 
odd colors. Stan lay there — was that a slight smile that crossed his lips? San simple kept her 


eyes shut, calm, serene, imperturbable. 


And they didn’t fall. 
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Dace lifted his head up, showing manic panic in every feature. “SAN. ARE YOU 
KEEPING THIS CART UP? TAKE IT DOWN FOR A SOFT LANDING. DON’T 


OVEREXERT YOURSELF. GET US TO THE GROUND, SAN!!” 


“Tt’s as [knew. The pegassium powder made the speedmules’ gravity shackles go wild. 


Dearie, welcome to the Flight de Ville. Next stop, GRC Amphitheatre.” 


“Look out and see for yourself, dearie. The hooves of the speedmules.” Sans’ eyes 


remained closed in satisfied serenity. 


Dace stuck his head out of the window like a schizophrenic groundhog. The altitude 
nearly made him faint. And then he saw it. He saw them, down near the hooves of the 
speedmules, where they beat against crisp upper air. Little tiny wings, like doves’ wings, were 
flapping. All of a sudden, Dace had company at the window. It was Dingus, but he wasn’t 
looking at the wings. He was looking straight down. How can he do that? Dace thought. Even 
in his condition, he couldn’t so much as consider looking straight down, and Dingus was... was 


cold turkey... 


That was when the puking really started. 


The carriage flew above the deep snowy vales, the hooves of the speedmules beating 
frantically, keeping a jolly pace. It sailed with an intoxicating sense of miracle freedom, high- 
flying dawn of new possibilities, plucky and defiant against the white all around it. Above and 
alone, yet not alone, at one with the environment, filled with relieved and cheering passengers, 
the newly-christened Flight de Ville left a trail of toxic green vomit the likes of which should 


neither have fit in, nor come from, a human being. If the mythic sleigh of Saint Nicholas, in an 


771 


old and murky age, trailed holiday cheer and pixie dust on its journey of quixotic pagan 
giftgiving, this conveyance trailed a heinous smorgasbord of equitoxic morning phantasms, acid 
reflux, largely digested canned beans and fresh-baked regrets. This was a voyage of gifts, not of 
the jolly, familial, comforting sort, but of the rock and roll sort. This was the gift of acidic puke 
from the bottom of the soul. And still it came, like slime-green streamers from a cruise ship 


taking off to celebrate the beginning of a brave new era. And the speedmules brayed. 


As Dingus puked, he felt that he was losing something of his soul with every renewed 
retching. It left an emptiness, not just in the gut, but in the heart. He wasn’t sure what that 
emptiness would be replaced with. But at that moment, he took comfort in one thing. Whatever 


it was, it had to be better than the shit he was getting rid of. 


“This is insanity,” the Ticketmaster said, as he gazed at the sea of people from his third-floor 


office balcony. 


Indeed, it had been insanity ever to build an amphitheatre in a place like Great Rock City, 
where the weather was constantly inclement. But the people of the GRC were a hardy lot, and 
the place had grown to become their favorite major venue. The Ticketmaster had seen families 
with small children enjoy shows as it was snowing, with cover only for those on stage, and then 
only if they were frail out-of-towners. That would have been the case tonight for “Destitute”’, a 
brand-new group that old Dace Repellion, long-time industry vet, had cobbled together. But 
with the snow coming in unexpectedly, there was no way a group of out-of-towners could make 
it in on schedule. That was the risk-reward equation of playing in the GRC in winter — places 


would pay you more, but if you couldn’t show up on time, you had a problem, and good luck 
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fixing it. The Ticketmaster was preparing to negotiate with Dace, who would have very few 
advantages. His boys had put up signs on bulletin boards all over town, telling folks to expect 


delays and to check in regularly with their local ticket agents. 


And then, word had got out. Hype seemed to follow this “Destitute” outfit around like a 
neurotic lapdog. People started lining up to buy tickets, too fast to give time for the Ticketmaster 
to even think of a price hike. (He was thinking of it anyway.) Everybody was saying the same 


thing. “Be there, the Amphitheatre, tonight. Arrive early if you wanna good seat.” 


What was he missing? The Ticketmaster mused on it as he watched the crowds piling up 
outside, already clamoring to get in at midday, bringing picnic lunches, prepared to camp out in 
the cold weather until evening for a show that wouldn’t happen until tomorrow at the very 
earliest. There was a barely-subdued mania in that crowd, a near-hysteria of electrified 
ebullience. It was expected that people would be antsy to get out during winter, but this early in 
the season, conditions hadn’t even been too bad. Yet TM hadn’t seen cabin fever of the highest 
caliber produce a reaction like this. Dace was onto something, for a certainty. When rabid 
music freaks felt they were at the ground floor on a major new trend, they were wont to lose their 
marbles. Yet that didn’t explain why normally perfectly sensible people, paying ticketholders 
who would be happy with a relaxed backrow seat for most any event, were throwing rationality 
out the window for a band so new they couldn’t possibly have even heard their music before 
now. News traveled fast these days, but this was ridiculous. The weirdest part, to TM, was the 
sexual undercurrent of a lot of the enthusiasm he saw. Sensible, portly fellows were dressed in 
skimpy leather. Rather stodgy women - some of whom he’d seen at many events, never wearing 
skirts that didn’t cover their ankles - were dressed in surprisingly trashy outfits in the snowy 


cold, their hair poofed up with garishly vivid (and, to his mind, rather lascivious) colors. 
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And then there was the youth. Well... TM couldn’t look too long, or his heart might start 
getting unhealthily worked up. The youth were especially excited, indeed seemed to be driving 
the excitement of everyone else. Kids who would normally be out in the night somewhere, 
vandalizing and causing a ruckus while respectable folk were taking in some traditional rock and 
roll at the GRC Amp, were now lined up to grab tickets like everybody else. TM could only 
guess what kinds of undesirable elements would try to crash the show without paying. But those 


outfits... those b-b-b-b-... b-b-bbbbodies... Yikes. All he could say was Yikes. 


The GRC was a town of stone. Blocky stone houses clustered amidst the mountains, 
nestled together like critters in a nest, huddling for added group warmth. Plain but quaint rock 
domiciles, utilitarian and sentimental. Smoke ever arose from the chimneys. The GRCer was 
always on the lookout for burnable material. The outskirts of town held many of the Statelands’ 
most prestigious ginsengeries. The remainder of available space was mostly covered in firewood 
orchards. Between these outskirts and the town proper, sat the great stone donut of the Amp. 
Normally, the main activities of the denizens, midday on a day like this, early in the cold season, 
would revolve around gathering combustible materials in prep for the coming months. The view 
from the Amp office third floor showed an abundance of such materials, ripe for the picking. 
There was some haggling and scavenging going on. But only some. Of those outside, more 
were now gathering around the Amp, making the air steamy with their excited breathing. The 


crowding showed no sign of letting up, every sign of accelerating. 


A diminutive lackey waddled into the office. “Hey baws. We’re sold out.” 


“What?” TM looked down, the information not immediately registering. “There are 


twelve thousand seats in the Amp.” 
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“Uh-huh. That’s correct.” 


“Great Rock City is the permanent residence of, at last check, around twenty-five 


thousand souls.” 


“Mmm-hmm, yeah, somethin’ like that.” 


“Nearly half the city has bought tickets to something that may or may not happen.” 


“Yes, and they’re still lining up. I told everybody who hadn’t gotten one to go home, but 
some of them were making a scene, trying to make crazy price offers to the people who had 


“ 9 


em. 


“What is it going to look like if this concert doesn’t happen and we have to refund half 
the city?” If TM recalled correctly, this lackey was next-in-line to take the grand cap of GRC 


Amp Ticketmaster. Perhaps he could be fingered... 


“Baws, you tell me, because I can’t even think about it. If that happens and we mess up 
on anything getting peoples’ money back, they’!l take the whole thing out on us. We’ll be drawn 


and quartered.” 


TM looked grim. His gaze drooped, his floppy red hat sagging pensively. Dace, for the 
love of all that’s good and wholesome, make it here by tomorrow, he thought. He could only 
pray that there wasn’t any sort of road mishap. Down below, incongruous even in the widely 
varied crowd, a big-toothed demon with a bug popping out of his head was making a Hellish 
racket, adding to the hysterical atmosphere of raw hype, almost seeming to embody it. “Oh, 


they'll come all right,” he yelled, seemingly to the crowd at large. “Don’t believe the naysayers. 


775 


Nothing can stop Destitute when their minds are set. This is gonna be the concert of the 


”? 


century 


Stan dreamed. And in his dream, all the ancient patriarchs were gathered around a podium in the 
Library of the Ancients. They wore the pointy multicolored caps of ancient revelry. In their 
hands, strange juices of fermented fruits. On their eyes, tears. It was the time. Please welcome, 


they said. Please welcome. And they brought Zeke up. Shyly, Zeke walked to the podium. 


“Zeke,” a powerful ancestor proclaimed, “I hereby proclaim you Grande Treasurer of 


Library Finances.” And there was polite applause. 


At last. At last, a people, his people, who recognized his value. The applause grew 
greater, richer, more polite. And it was apparent that they did understand. They did understand. 
Zeke was with his own people. He had a people. May the Mexican Jewish race live many 


thousands of years. May the branches of the People never whither. Oh, joy. 


Zeke got up to speak. And for a moment, words failed him. He thought of all the hard 
work. All the damp afternoons caked in makeup, loitering around musty sets for a few quick, 
poorly-shot lines. You couldn’t control what the directors were going to do. You had to put in 
the time and hope the check didn’t bounce. That was it. On those lonely days of monotony and 
tacky screenwriting, he hadn’t dared to think a day like this might come, when he would be 


recognized as a responsible and sophisticated adult. 


“In this tough industry,” he said, fighting to keep from getting choked up, “it can be a 
hard life. Guys like us — reasonable guys — we need a place to kick back, to get away from the 


stressors. Yes, women will be allowed here as well. We want this to be a place of learning for 
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everybody. But what I want you to mainly focus on is how nice of a setup we have in store for 
this little library. Our library, our spot, a place we can take pride in. Where we can be 
comfortable. And I pledge to guide the budget of this place to the very best of my ability. My 


experience in handling monetary matters won’t go to waste.” 


“Ts it really true,” chimed in a fellow patriarch, “that you took care of the catering budget 


on the set of Tijuana Torture Chicks while still putting in time as the films’ big bad?” 


Zeke waved the comment away with obligatory false modesty. “Yes, yes, that’s right,” 
he said. “But this library is a project like no other. Gentlemen, this place is going to have the 
kinda stuff we’re interested in. I am so thrilled. So thrilled to be a part of this. Yes...” he began 
a thought, but it dissolved into a giant awkward grin, and he was led off the stage via the 


vigorous handshakes of his colleagues. 


Zeke turned to Stan, the vision dissolving. “You, boy, can have that level of glory.” 


Stan was taken aback. “Patriarch Zeke. I’d never conceive of being so bold as to 


imagine myself possessing the glory of the ancients. You’re on another level.” 


“Didn’t you beat those demigods back there?” 


“Those?” Stan sputtered his lips dismissively. “Did you see all that flab? Those guys 


were weak, old, on their way out.” 


“Maybe. But it’s a start, child. Everyone has to start somewhere. Most people would 
think something like that was enough of an achievement, and put an end to striving. A Vampiro 
can’t live that way. We always have to do more. Keep on your toes, boy. Get up out of your 


torpor and haul ass to the library! Get up! Get up!” Like a wolf, Zeke laughed. 
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“Get up!” 


Stan blinked his eyes open. Soft, reddish evening light was coming through the 
passenger compartment windows. The air inside was cool, despite the multiple bodies in close 
proximity. Mella was brandishing a can of beans at him. “You slept all day. You need to eat 


something before the gig tonight.” 


“You can’t be serious,” Stan mumbled, taking the beans with one hand as he rubbed his 
eyes with the other. Johnny still perched on his chest, he popped the lid and drank down the 
contents in a single gulp, chewing just a tiny bit before swallowing. He’d perfected this 
technique, allowing himself to not have to taste the bland fodder for more than a brief moment. 
He made to fling the can out the nearest window, but was blocked by Mella. “Hey, watch it! 


We’re almost over the GRC.” 


“Huhh??” Placing Johnny to one side, Stan leaned over and peered out. There was the 
town, stodgy stone structures clustered in the rugged vale, windows glowing cozy orange in the 
fading light. He had almost forgot they were flying, so faintly had he registered the earlier 
excitement. The sun was falling below the horizon. It would be dark within minutes. He 
followed little and cared less of the touring-plans, but he hoped tonight’s inn would be 


comfortable. 


“If we wanna make it on time,” Jenks was saying, “we won’t be able to check into our 


rooms.” 
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“All the better, man!” Dace sounded positively fired up. “This is one Hell of a way to 
make an entrance. Through the air! San, what a perfect time to do this, the one time we’re 


playing an amphitheatre.” 


“Yeah,” said San, “great, are we really sure your voice it up to a duet?” 


“San, baby. I’ve never been in better shape. How’s your head feeling, Stan buddy?” 


“Tt barely hurts. Ached earlier, but that was from lack of rest. Shouldn’t make a God 
Damn bit of difference for just playing a few tunes.” He reached into his jeans pocket, pulled out 
the lotion bottle. “Glad you mentioned it, though. It’s time for my salve. Forgot to apply it this 
morning. Guess I’ll wash the gauze when we get to the inn. Which can’t be soon enough.” He 
peeled aside the gauze and squirted a dollop of odd-smelling ooze directly onto the rapidly 


mending head-crater. 


“You and me both, buddy,” said Dace. “Dingus, how you feelin’?” He looked over at 


his bandmate with obvious pity. 


Dingus gurgled, righted himself. “Got any more water?” 


“Sure.” He got out a canteen, poured some into a shot glass that was designated for 
Dingus, taking exaggerated care to keep canteen spout well-above glass lip. Dingus sipped it 
gingerly, a miniscule amount filtering through his cracked lips like fresh rainwater through 
desiccated desert Earth. He wasn’t feeling fine. He wasn’t feeling particularly alive. And he 
certainly wasn’t thinking anything, not in the strictest sense of the word “think,” with his brain in 
the gelatinous state of truly wrecked grey matter. But he was suspecting. And that suspicion, 
was that it was inevitable that he would be propped up, would pull at the bass guitar tonight with 


the force of a primeval muscle memory. The weight of the inevitable was hanging over him. 
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Very little info was filtering in. Yet, from within his unarmored necrotic state, an intuition was 
indicating that this would be no ordinary concert, even by Destitute standards. He took another 


sip. And waited. And prepared himself. 


The light was fading fast, a chill was permeating the air, and TM was ready to go home. But 


neither he, nor anyone else at the office was anywhere close to being able to. 


The GRC Amp was now packed. It was sheer lunacy. Sheeeeer lunacy. Surely, most of 
these people had lived here for years, if not their whole lives. Did they not understand how 
travel schedules worked after a snowstorm? How could they not? Now they were crowded in, 
and the excitement was going into overdrive, as if their apparent heroes (a bunch of cheap 
musicians) would arrive on stage at any moment. Of course there was no word from Destitute. 
How could there be? The band members, some of whom were apparently new to the business, 
were the talk on everyones’ lips. TMs’ people had ruthlessly canvassed the town. No local 
musicians were willing to go out there and get drawn and quartered as a “consolation” for the 
inevitable delay, or possible- TM gulped thinking about it- cancellation of the show. As far as 


he could see, this was a no-win situation. 


People were out there in skimpy outfits, the bozos, and TM wasn’t going to be 
responsible for anyone catching pneumonia. He straightened his tie, composed himself. From 
the office, there was a tunnel that led directly down to the capacious central stage, sneaking 
beneath the spartan onyx rows of seating and popping out as close as possible to the side 
considered, for practical purposes, the “rear.” He would have to take that walk of shame. He 


would have to go out and tell everyone that they would have to be patient, have to see again 
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tomorrow about the status of their band. He and his people had tried their best, and they would 
keep trying. TM loved his customers, normally loved their enthusiasm. But this was totally, 


utterly unreasonable. 


He closed the door to his office, walked out of the administrative wing, down the hall. 
He made the turn to head down the long onyx tunnel. Each step brought mounting anxiety. 
Nervously adjusting and re-adjusting his hat-of-office, he reached the end of the dim passage, 
came out to the twinkling of nights’ first stars. He mounted the stage. The murmur of the 
packed crowd mounted with him. There, near the front row, was that annoying demon. TM 
could hear the guy from all the way up onstage, gabbing to someone about how he was “good 
friends with the band.” Yeah. Demons were all alike. Guy probably came here straight from 
Neooiseaux. TM scanned the seats, all the way up to the top rows. Crammed in like a battalion 
of sardines. Young bodies heated up the night, making him feel slightly woozy... He had to get 


this over with. 


“Ladies and gentlemen. Good people of our fine city of Great Rock City. The 
anticipation for this event has been like nothing we’ ve ever seen in my nearly thirty years of 
service to the fine institution that is YourGRC Amp. Seeing such enthusiasm thrills all of us 
here at the Amp. It’s one of the things that keeps us going. During these winter months... 


these... months...” 


He trailed off. Up in the sky, there was a strange speck. Was it getting closer? It was 
hard to make out against the rapidly darkening sky. The floodlights had gone on all around the 
amphitheatre. There was a new, almost dangerously brisk energy. People were yelling for no 


apparent reason. TM squinted. No. That was impossible. 
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“Ladies and gentlemen. I can hardly believe my eyes. We’re having a visitor... it 
appears that a carriage is approaching...” He pointed, and all heads turned. The sounds of gasps 
rose on the nightwinds. It suddenly became quiet, tense. The opulent carriage was being pulled 
by flying horses, with an ancient pitch-black coachman. And it was coming straight at him. TM 
cowered slightly, his cap-of-station bobbling wildly in the wind now being whipped up by the 
now-identified flying object, a sense of true surreality as it rushed like a ten-ton phantom over 
the awed heads and landed with a mammoth clatter onto the center of the stage. The aviational 
speedmules snorted, and a powerful musclewitch, toned to dangerous perfection and with a look 
of uncanny wit and cunning in her eyes, stepped out the passenger door and into view. “’Roy,” 
she yelled at the mysterious coachman. “Get this carriage down off the stage, we need more 


space.” 
“Let everyone get their gear out first,” the coachman declared. 


“Ladies and gentlemen,” said TM, waving his arm theatrically towards the new arrival. 


“T present to you, Destitute!” 


The crowd lost their shit. 


An animate guitar hopped out, only to be quickly scooped up by a giant, sinister-looking 
Mexican Jew with an oozing gauze on his forehead. Next came a rangy, well-dressed figure with 
an air of authority and composure, wielding the most beautiful saxophone TM had ever laid eyes 
on. A tough woman TM recognized as Daces’ sometimes-drummer came out carrying the 
sometimes-bassist in her arms, the latter utterly colorless and miserable-looking, with something 


unthinkable oozing from his cracked lips. Finally, Dace emerged. 
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TM walked up as the rest of the crew began unloading the bass and drum kit from the 
back. “Dace, buddy. I can’t pretend I’m not extraordinarily glad to see you. What in the high- 


flying bejeebers is going on here? Where did you get flying speedmules?” 


“Questions for another time, friend.” Dace looked changed, not the same smarmy, 
overconfident douche he usually was. His voice had an appealing, masculine gravelliness which 
TM couldn’t recall from any time before. “I gotta stay focused. We are doing something new 


here. I hope the folks of your fair city are ready for this.” 


“T have no idea what it is, but from the way they’ve been acting, they were born ready. 
You know we’re above-board here at GRC Amp, and I can tell you we are gonna have quite the 


payout for you. Sold clean out, as you can plainly see by looking around ya.” 


“What we’ve got here, TM, is big business. But it’s something more than that, also.” 


TM was thunderstruck. Was this Dace Repellion? Had some imposter crafted a disguise 
of perfect likeness to ol’ Dace and come here in his stead? Dace had always been an artist, 
serious about the music, with a love of his craft. But to hear him talk about “something more 
than” cold hard cash, on a night of payout like this, to the guy who he negotiated with... it was 


crazier than the flying speedmules. 


“Well,” said TM, “I better leave it to you guys. We can catch up later.” 


Dace simply nodded. He was in another world, was that one. And whatever that world 
might’ ve been like, somehow TM wasn’t sure he was ready for it. He exited stage, just as the 
carriage floated out of the way. The coachman continued to sit there, stoic and unmoving, 


meditating on who-knew-what. 
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Things were happening. It was a brave new age, a time of brave new wonders. But was 


anything ever truly new? All that TM wanted, right then, was a good, old brandy. 


Mella had erected a soft nest of cushions for Dingus to flop down on. Now she and Jenks 
completed setting up the drum kit. Dace turned to San. “Ideally we shouldn’t go right into our 
main number. But I wanna do it now, while I know for sure I have the voice and can remember 


our lyrics.” 


“T couldn’t agree more.” She looked over at Jenks. “Are you ready for the sax action? I 


know you haven’t done this in a long time, and I really appreciate it.” 


“Anything for the birthday girl. This shit is taking me way back, together again making 


music. You were right, as usual. It’s time.” 


She turned to Stan. “You ready to do this?” 


Stan nodded. 


Dace and San stepped forwards, heads bowed together in preparatory conference. 
Between his fingers, Stan could feel Johnny hum with overwhelming energy. The audience 
became dead silent. You could have heard a pin drop. The tension held a moment longer, and 
then Dace crooned out, and the band started at that exact moment. They started out slow, and 


kept building. 


And as they did, Stan thought he would be sick, as sick as Dingus even, from the sappy, tacky, 
overly-sentimental, second-rate-slut corniness of that flaccid, trite, bimbo-fied load of pandering 


hogwash. But he knew that they knew what they were doing, and he didn’t really care anymore 
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anyway. What corny sluts. What trite bimbos. What sappy sellout tunes. What trash, what 
garbage. What zero-brain-cell slop, loose-‘n-lazy like Sunday sodomy with your favorite crowd 
of braindead monied degenerates who suck dog cocks to generate stories for their VD-haven 
shithole gossip circles, bored bimbo shitstain shallowness and fart-sniffer idiocy. He didn’t even 


care. He was happy it was keeping the audience silent, at least. 


TM was about to climb into his speedmule cart, to speed home to his brandy. He halted. 
That song, it reminded him of when he was young, when he’d first fallen in love. As he heard it, 


a tear rolled, unheeded, down his cheek. He was hypnotized. 


Dace crooned. 


They told me “Never steal anything moist,” 


And I should have listened. 


But you stole my moist heart 


And that’s when I knew what I was missin’. 


Now I gotta have every moist part 


Baby, baby, every wet morsel of your sweet sweaty love making 


How can a baby man child like me resist the dampest goods 


When you make them so hot, so good for the taking. 


We would all be saints if we had the choice 


To follow that saying, Never Steal Anything Moist. 
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Now San came in, and she had a wistful quality to her voice, a sentimentality which Stan 
had never heard, had never imagined the likes of before. Coming from such a distinguished 
figure. It was shameful. He would remember to count this display of weakness against her, in 
any character-assessment. He closed his eyes and kept strumming, his face like that of a sleeping 


zombie. 


TM gasped. 


They told me it was bad to mess around 


With the things I couldn’t understand 


But a young heart is foolish, it knows not what it does 


Who knows the chaos wrought by moist young hands 


I saw you there, in glandular sweaty glory 


And my foolish little child heart rejoiced 


To think of the mad gambles we could do in the dark 


The mad chaos wrought on a kooky grade school lark 


That could etch in our souls that hot little story 


Told for all time, baby, baby, baby, Never Steal Anything Moist. 
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The two singers looked longingly into one another’s eyes, and Stan knew for a fact that, 
in cool-headed reality, this pair had absolute-zero interest in starting anything steamier than a 
friendly game of cards, if that. It was the performance, the moment, that was taking them away, 
he saw, that was making them better actors than they could ever be otherwise, because they 
weren’t “merely” acting in the lower-case-a sense. They were embodying architypes. It was 
unfortunate that they had to embody what he considered to be the weakest, most pathetic slut 
architypes, but there it was. And those architypes were singing through them, and they were, in 
their turn, singing the architypes, and it was the deepest and most “primitive” human action, the 
source, the Bad Art from which bad art flowed, like some idiot tribe dancing around the fart-fire 
amidst deep night in the forest of the pubic lice. A kooky grade school lark, indeed. What was 
all of human history, all of this ludicrous, disastrous, moist enterprise, if not a kooky grade 


school lark? 


They gazed at one another. And Jenks took the Iliosax, indigo instrument of sunlight and 
destiny, and he blew. He blew, and he shattered all the tensions, all the vile and petty 
inhibitions, with those flowing notes he shattered them in an instant, undermined them with 
military cunning and prowess. Stan saw easily that this man could rend flesh with that 
instrument. This surely had nothing to do with the tacky lyrics. The power here was nearly 
limitless. Jenks blew, and he transported all listeners there that evening on waves of soul, 
beyond the cares of the paltry society that dared to look over Love and judge the value therein, 
based only on superficial circumstances and arbitrary strictures. Who could dare to do such a 
thing? Only the most foolish. In the tones of that sax, floating up to the heavens that night and 
taking the spirits of all present with them, there was no room for such foolishness. Jenks blew, 


and the indigo light of the cosmos shown from that instrument. And as magnificent as the 
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Tliosax sounded, Stan knew that Jenks could have blown on a kazoo up there and made it sound 


like the world was coming to an end if he’d wanted to. 


TM heard that sax, and he knew right then that he would be the first to have a t-shirt 


emblazoned with the mug of whoever was making that sound. 


Now, Dace and San sang together, in perfect harmony. 


“Never steal the heart of another,” they told us our whole lives through 


I could never think of stealing anything moist, but baby, then I found you 


I want your body, want you so bad, be with me forever and a night 


You gotta give me moisture, honey, this feeling I just can’t fight 


Being by your side through thick and thin, mine is yours and yours is mine 


We try to play games with one another, it’s the heart that suffers everytime 


I’m tired of playing games, I wanna own, not lease, not steal 


This serious heartache, wanna make you understand the heat I feel 


Hot and heavy bold and beautiful meant to be together forever like we just got no 


choice 


I can’t live without you any longer, baby, baby, baby, Never Steal Anything Moist! 
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The two performers sashayed around one another as they belted out the sweltering verses, 
and the stage sizzled in an explosion of irrepressible passion. Jenks’ steady sax rhythm, added 
on top of the rest, accentuated the mounting of the sultry intensity. Then, the sax portion tapered 
off. This was Stans’ cue. It was Johnnys’ cue. Perhaps, thought Stan, some of the irreparable 
crimes against good art and decency could be mitigated, if only very slightly, by another good 
solo. Then again, he couldn’t do much better than Jenks, and that hadn’t kept him from 
shuddering at this latest round of sappy tastelessness. To Hell with all of it. He didn’t even care. 


He strummed. 


As the pair continued to sashay flamboyantly about in circles, like two tigers sizing one 
another up, Johnny sang a song of puberty. But this was no bowdlerized puberty. This was first- 
time-erection puberty. Rock-hard-nipples-on-the-way-to-school puberty. Up-all-night-soaking- 
in-your-own-juices-and-you-don’t-know-what-to-do-with-yourself puberty. And these feelings 
come in and complicate everything when it was already so complicated, and things used to be so 
simple, and it was considered gross and impure and you weren’t supposed to do it or feel that 
way about it, even. But you were both doing it and feeling that way about it, and it wasn’t out of 
spite, or even solely because it felt so good. You were doing it because you wanted to build a 
world of that. A world where everyone could feel the natural way they felt, do the natural things 
they wanted to do with one another, mutually enthusiastic, doing it all the damn time and no you 
can’t stop me. NO YOU CAN NOT. No, you cannot decide what love means, what love is, you 
God damn well just get out of the way of Love, because nobody gets to decide that. Dad. 

FUCK YOU DAD, you will not tell me what to do. FUCK YOU MOM. You are not going to 
tell me who to love, and upon my word you sure aren’t going to tell me how to fucking do it. 


(And no, you can’t tell me what to wear either. I’m outta here.) 
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And it was time. Johnny strummed and hummed, and he climbed the octaves, and it was 
the hour of excitement, the Hour of the Fluttering Hearts, and oh God damn, here we go again. 
Here we go again, baby. Because we’re little and small and we’re animals, and we’re hot and 
sweaty and we want to be naughty and hold each other. We want to just hold each other. All 


night. All night. All night. All night. 


All night. All night. All night. All night. All night. All night. All night. All night. All 
night. All night. All night. All night. All night. All night. All night. All night. All night. All 


night. All night. 


All night. We’re small and sweaty and we’re little, hot little animals who want to be 
together and to do naughty things with each other and to hold, to hold, to hold, to hold, we want 


to and we’re going to hold each other. 


All night. 


And we’re doing it. And in the morning. Deal with the consequences. You deal with the 
consequences. It’s none of your business and it’s none of your problem, and I’m young, I’m 
beautiful and I’m proud, doing young and beautiful and proud stuff with other people like me. 
And the reason is because I’ve got love in my heart, Big Daddy, and I don’t need you to try to 
tell me what love is. I know what Love is. You wouldn’t know Love if it bit your gross ugly 


testicles off. 


Love would be victorious. Love will be victorious. The parents of the world would just 


have to deal with it. 


And we make mistakes. We do the wrong things, from time to time, living to regret it 


every day in every way. We steal that moisture. We steal those hearts. Heart stealing is what 
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we've got going on. Johnny was doing it, he was making an incredible sound and he kept 
humming, going through incalculable eternities of powerful wild octaves, and showing he knew 
how to steal hearts. The music mounted in intensity, and the Iliosax joined in on the wild and 
witty improvisation, yin and yang, peanut butter and chocolate, swirling around together. It was 
wild. And when there seemed nowhere left to go, San and Dace joined in atop it all, again in 


perfect harmony, wailing with transcendently wistful emotion. 


Never Steal Anything Moist 
Like ya stole my heart away 
Never Steal Anything Moist 
The way I gave my youth to you baby 
Never Steal Anything Moist 
So we can always remember this evening 
But was it all just an illusion 
Did I ever really have a choice? 
Never Steal Anything Moist 


Never Steal Anything Moist! 


BOOK THREE 
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13. Cactus Extract Us 


The chill of the morning invaded even the snug breakfast bar of the drab little stone inn. Around 
a circular table, the group stuffed stale breakfast pastries in their faces. Each face looked like an 
apparition from the grave. A listless Mella had Dingus propped up on her lap. She periodically 
spooned gruel into his inanimate face. San sipped a steaming cup of ginger tea. Yeah. Warm. 
Good. It almost made her feel conscious. Stan looked like he was going to bite somethings’ 
head off. Jenks put his head down on the table between bites, like a kid sleeping through a 


boring class. This was the boring class of life. 


“T’'ll be ready for a long vacation,” said ‘Roy, “if we can make it to the Library of the 


Ancients, and this foolhardy music nonsense doesn’t put me in the grave.” 


“Yeah,” muttered Dace yawningly, “we all feel that way. “Least we’ll all have the funds 
for a vaycay.” He heavily rubbed his eyes. “First things first, let’s just get outta this town. We 


can get those speedmules back up, we can get to the Big Spiny before nightfall.” 


“Big Spiny?” asked ‘Roy. 


San explained, “It’s a luxury inn in the middle of the desert. On the way to Vegizz. 
Should be a nice, low-key venue, good change of pace after that post-performance shitshow last 


night. No amount of money is worth being trampled to death.” 


“Agreed,” said Jenks. “I really didn’t like the way a lot of those women were reaching 
out towards Stan and Dace and I. Something predatory about it. Total lack of respect for our 


personal space. The sooner we can leave this crazy town behind, the better.” 
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“You’re on the money,” said Dace, “but I’m worried that it isn’t just the audience of this 
town. I’m worried what we’ve seen here, the pandemonium and mobbing and reaching out 


towards us, could be a model of the norm for Destitute.” 


“Tt’s anorm,” said Stan, “that I don’t accept. And I should tell everyone that if these 
fanatical unwanted worshippers cross certain lines, I might have to make an example of some of 


them.” 


“Nobody,” said San, “is allowed to attack innocent civilians just because they’re being 


annoying. Regardless of if they’re fans of the music or not.” 


There was general grumbling from around the table. Then, the sepulchral silence that had 


reigned before, returned, and the morning continued in grey languor. 


Dingus momentarily surprised everyone by breaking the silence with a coherent sentence. 


“Why is it called the Big Spiny?” he asked. 


“Tt’s formed,” Dace explained, “to look like a giant cactus.” 


“Wrong,” said San. “It is a giant cactus.” 


“I’m gonna step out and get some fresh air,” said Dace. 


He walked out. The table sat in sepulchral silence. In short order, Dace rushed right 
back, suddenly looking alive, his face serious and excited, near to panic. “Has everyone got all 


the stuff out of the rooms? We need to go, now.” 


“Whuhhh?” said Mella. 


“There’s a hoard of crazed fans stampeding down the street.” 
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“Tf anyone left anything,” said San getting up, “forget about it. Let’s move out.” 


The crew darted from their seats and rushed out the back. It was a bright winter morning, 
snow refracting the sunrays from the clear sky. Down the street, a few ready fans spotted them, 
pointed, yelled. The crew scampered into the side entrance to the stables. San weaved in the 
dim light to where the feedbag was, hurriedly fed the speedmules. “Come on, eat up.” Everyone 
vaulted into the cart except Stan. Looking in the back, he saw that Johnny was still in his spot. 


Good. He strode to the stable doors. “Say when to open them,” he told San. 


“Roy,” San said, “you ready?” 


‘Roy was seated in front with rein in hands. “Let’s make like a shepherd and get the 


flock outta here.” 


“Alright, Stan.” San vaulted into the cart, and with a brawny heave, Stan shoved the 
heavy wooden doors wide open in an instant. The speedmules moved fast, just barely slow 
enough for him to hop in on time as they passed. Frantic fans were making the corner, but they 
weren’t fast enough. The carriage was airborne almost as soon as Stan was inside, and rising 


fast. 


And with that rapid acceleration, history was doomed to repeat itself. Dingus leaned out 
the window, and the flavorless gruel of the morning ended its tenancy within his vitals. A long 
green pennant of vomit trailed the Flight de Ville in the crisp morning air. From the crowd 
below, a perverse cheer welled up. In the midst of the throng, Bob looked up at the carriage, and 
the puke as it streamed down and splattered on sidewalk and building. “Destitute,” he said 


admiringly to the upper air. “Everything you do is Rock and Roll.” 
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The peaks below morphed back into rolling hills blanketed in forest. The snow became sparser. 
The land was green with the bounty of moisture from the melted ice of the high Great Rock 
peaks. But it was no land for humanity to set up its’ cozy little farmsteads on. This was deep 
forest, wild and rugged. It was a place filled with life, yet lonely, a place that spoke of far 
corners of wooded obscurity where the crustiest hermit could live unmolested among natures’ 
gritty bounty. At various times, human outposts had nestled amidst these hills at long intervals, 
communities built on logging or nearby mining operations. There were legends that the mad 
men of the Time of the Hungry Ghosts had unmade entire mountains, simply out of some 
misguided form of spite. At other points, wild mountain tribes had waltzed and hallooed through 
the lower hills on endless hunting quests, their faces painted in the designs of their mythic spirit 
beasts. A slothful tribe of mutants had once resided somewhere in the land below, but none 


knew what became of them. 


Mostly, the region had remained almost uninhabited, as it was now. The rise of the 
hypergrizzly, the increase in roving hyperflabby bandits, and the bear market for lumber, among 
other factors, had conspired to make it a virtual no-mans’-land. The most human activity likely 
to occur in these parts was the occasional party of GRC ginseng sellers, hunting far afield for 
wild roots. But these days, even that was rare. Looking down, Stan found himself thinking that 
among those wooded hills, he could live out a relatively tolerable existence. He made a mental 


note. Perhaps one day. 


The woods stretched on with quiet pleasant grandeur. The party ate their canned midday 
repast without ever alighting. Under the influence of the pegassium powder, the speedmules 
were as tireless in the air as they were on land. ‘Roy kept track of the road, in case emergency 


landing was necessary. Few places around would provide a suitable spot for one. The party was 
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mostly silent, but there was a subtle optimism. Not only were they past the treacherous Great 
Rock Mountains - they were making incredible time, and would spend the next nights’ sleep in a 
fine quality inn, performing in a venue that was sure to not be filled with the same sort of crazed 
louts they were used to by now. The Big Spiny was a joint fit for the most discerning customers, 
and its’ out-of-the-way location only helped preserve this. At another time, Stan might have 
found such a venue to be an insufferable haunt of snobs. Now he was only too happy for a break 
from the stinking rabble. He alternated the day between dozing and reading, flipping through his 
history libro with increasing impatience at the authors’ pedantry, yet increasing interest at the 


events recounted therein. 


“Jenks,” he said shortly after lunchtime, “I’m impressed at the amount of men you’re 
supposed to have killed with your sax abilities. Are the numbers correct? This author has you as 


the top supersoldier during the Skirmishes in the North, at least in terms of lives ended.” 


“That saxophone playing last night,” San cut in without allowing a moment of space 
between, “was phenomenal. It made the show, and it made my birthday.” San made a slight 
face at the word “birthday.” “You really added something special. I hope you’ll grace us with 


your playing again tonight, and for shows to come.” 


“Thanks,” said Jenks, his face showing slightly less color than before, but no change in 
expression. “There’s no doubt Stan and Johnny are the stars though, with you guys and your 
vocals coming in a close second. My sax feels like a third wheel, particularly with Mellas’ 
perfectly precise drumming and Dingus’-“ he eyed the grey creature that slumped putrescent on 
the cushions beside him- “Dingus’ consistency on bass guitar. Rock and roll doesn’t need 
novelty, it’s true. What it needed was that guitar from the pits of Hell, and now that it’s got it —I 


should say, now that it’s regained it — I feel like the musical form can come into its’ own once 
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again. I’m a jazz man, a Jazzmaster through-and-through, but if rock and roll will have me as a 


guest, I’m honored. I just can’t wait to see where things go from here, musically-speaking.” 


“Well,” said San, “that’s a great attitude to have, but I think you’re helping move things 


forward by playing with us. We are honored to have you.” 


“Just so,” said Stan. “And I’d be honored, sometime, if you wanted to discuss the art of 
killing, of rending the living flesh from its’ bony moorings, perhaps over a ginseng tea or two. I 
don’t drink, because it interferes with mental acuity, but of course I don’t mean to discourage 
you from partaking, amigo! We’re grown men after all.” He smiled in an unsettling 
unintentional parody of comradely warmth. His jaw was tense when he did so, making him look 


rather like a mechanical man. 


All color drained from Jenks’ face, and his expression became decidedly stern. “Let’s 
not,” he said. “Let’s never discuss that. I would love to discuss many things with you, good pal, 


but not the rending of flesh. I’ve had enough of that without needing to recapitulate it.” 


“Amigo Jenks,” said Stan, “you have certainly earned the right, through manly toils in the 
service of war and the destruction of the breath of life on this Earth, to talk or not talk about 
whatever you please. Think no more of it. I would love to talk with you about different types of 
doilies, if that’s what you wanted!” Again he smiled robotically, eyes beaming like electric 


headlights in a forest at night. 


“Goooood,” Jenks breathed with relief. His face was still mostly colorless, but he let 
forth a drawn-out chuckle. “I hope to be in service of the breath of life, as much as possible, 


from here on out. If it weren’t for that damn Finnigan and his CentralGov lackeys, I’d say to 
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forget about the whole thing. What do you think that bastard’s up to?” He addressed this 


towards San. 


“Who knows. Why he’d want to mess with the Mexican Jewish Archive is beyond me. 
He must know something we don’t. Or maybe he doesn’t. I have a friend at the Big Spiny, who 
tries to keep up with political affairs. They’re good at deciphering motives in this kind of case. 
I’ve been meaning to talk with them for a while now, anyway. Perhaps they can be of some 


help...” 


As the day wore on, the hills became smaller yet. The trees continued, but very gradually, 
almost unnoticeably, they were becoming sparser. Then, a border was crossed, and they mostly 
gave out. The land was once again dry. They had passed the perimeter of the Great Rock 
Mountains irrigated zone. They were now entering the true Southwest. The winter sun was 
lowering rapidly in the newly clouded sky. ‘Roy brought the wagon lower in the air. He leaned 
back to address the passenger car. “We’re not far out from the Big Spiny now. What say I drive 
the last few miles in on ground? The wings on the hooves of the speedmules are barely 
noticeable if you’re not looking for them, and it might be useful to not let anyone in the area 


know of our capabilities.” 


“Good thinkin’,” San called up. “Pretty soon the whole world will know about our 
capabilities, but for tonight it still might be possible to hide ‘em.” She shrugged in skepticism of 


her own thought. 


‘Roy brought the cart lower, lower, eased it onto the dirt. The hooves of the magnificent 


beasts hit the ground in an amazingly smooth landing. They were blasting off down the road, 
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losing only a small amount of time, on this open stretch with no winding hills, over what they 
would have made if still in the air. Clouds continued to gather. There was a small crack of 
thunder. Then, the very rare occurrence - not as rare that close to the mountains as it would have 
been in deep deserts, but rare nonetheless. Rain. It came down in a steady sprinkle. Mella 


immediately poked her head to the front. “’Roy! You’re gonna get soaked!” 


“Tt’s nothing,” he called back. “We’ve only got about an hour left to go.” 


“At your age, out there in the wet? Come on in, I'll take over.” 


“Listen to her,” San added in. After much more badgering, ‘Roy finally relented. He 
stopped the speedmules and trudged back into the passenger compartment, wet and frowny. 
Mella handed him a towel and strolled relaxedly to the front, taking the reins and continuing the 
journey. No sooner had she started the speedmules going again, than it began to pour. The 
passengers pulled the heavy curtains over the windows, keeping all water out. The temperature 
dropped, and the now-dim cabin was suffused with a shadowy orange glow, the unique soft 
luminosity of desert rain. It made for a somber and contemplative atmosphere. From the depths 


of a cushion, Dingus gurgled. 


The indigo-bodysuit spy blinked water from his eyes. He gripped the giant spine he was hiding 
behind, an unseemly protrusion having the character of the prow of some audacious ship crafted 
to sail upon a sea of defective toasters, geography from beyond the bounds of decorum. It stuck 
with its’ defiant brethren from the roof of the round three-floor structure known as the Big Spiny, 
a structure that was, indeed, a big cactus. Bus had been taken out of the picture. Gus and Collins 


were being treated for frostbite. Now here he was, and it was raining. This bodysuit was gonna 
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smell like rotten cabbage before too long. He looked through his binoculars. The carriage was 
identified. It was coming along at a rapid clip. Why weren’t they flying? They must not have 
known how fast news traveled. Nobody would be unaware of their capabilities. Perhaps he was 


giving them too little credit. Someone might have simply gotten airsick. 


He pulled the transceiver from his utility belt. “Base. This is Keving. The egret is in 


landing position. The chinchilla is coming home to roost. Do you read me? Over.” 


“Pitt... -ace, tihcccccchhhp cofffffff............ and I ffffffff....... 006 a behhhhhhh... 
prt” 


“Base, I do not copy. You are throwin’ nothin’ but static. Probable cause is adverse 


weather conditions. I will try again later. Over and out.” 


Curses and invectives. This was a Hell of a stroke of bad luck. The cloud covering was 
all around. Likely this rain wouldn’t wholly let up for some time. He observed the approach of 
the enemy. If there had been any doubt that this was the group, it was dispelled. The pitch black 
Mexican Jewish coachman, the incredibly muscular speedmules, the dandified wagon with all 
the getup and appointments — this was Destitute, those marauding villains that had been placing 
the true power of old time rock and roll — of Rock and Roll, as Keving now unconsciously 
capitalized it in his mind — into the hearts of the youth, championing that corrosive influence 
with the power to lead astray the best and the brightest of the coming generation. It was said, 
and he believed it to the depths of his soul, that CentralGov and their valued partners had the 
power to place a chicken in every oven. His mouth watered. What would Destitute place? They 
could only place the foul of wanton ir-rectitude within the overactive oven of the depraved loins 


of a shiftless humanity! It couldn’t be allowed. It wouldn’t. Not on his watch. 
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And he had friends. 


The speed of the cart really was staggering. It was pulling in now. Keving had easily 
climbed to this lookout point from a third-story window. At that time, conditions had been bone- 
dry, of course. Now, the surface was wet and slick. He didn’t want to leave any signs he’d been 
here, but he would have to - he activated his hand treads and their small clinging spikes. They 
were pulling into the stables. Good. Like a mechanized cat, he slid down the organic structure 
in the fading orange light, facing the green wall, feet hanging down like a storm drain scarecrow, 
flopping around protruding spines as he went. The saloons’ red neon sign glowed buzzingly 
over the grand green main door, announcing itself enticingly to the wilderness with its 
flamboyant cursive. Keving felt he needed a drink. He reached into a belt compartment, pulled 
out a heavily-folded-up floppy-brimmed cowboy hat. This should keep him inconspicuous. 
Now to go in and do a little eavesdropping. Destitute would need refreshments after their 


journey. He’d get a tall one, take a seat, and be patient. 


He stepped in. Even he, a self-described jaded and worldly special agent, had to admit 
that the place transported you with its’ atmosphere. The main saloon was mood-lit, neon reddish 
tones against the natural dark-green background, a sultry ambiance that was as cool and 
sophisticated as it was hot and sizzlin’. Fancy folks came from miles just to check out these 
digs. Few saloons he’d seen could be this spacious, yet feel this intimate. It made him even 
readier for a beer. He walked through a hep crowd that was chatting away about this-and-that, 
went up to the slick counter with its’ polished bronze embellishments. “Chuck,” he said, 


“gimme a tall one. The usual.” 


A big, portly bartender with jolly cheeks smiled wanly at his order. “You on lookout, 


Keving?” 
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“Yeah, but don’t ask about it. This is top-secret.” 


Winking, the barkeep went to the tap. Keving got comfortable, keeping a nonchalant eye 
on the door. It wasn’t long before the whole dirty squad was sauntering in like they owned the 
place. The strange coachman and that notorious musclewitch, nude as a jaybird and seven-times- 
seven times as defiant, went to the kiosk in the corner to check in. The rest of the group - the 
Jazzmaster with an air of self-assured relaxedness, the Satanic guitarist with his Hellspawn 
instrument riding piggyback upon him, the degenerate bassist with nameless incrustations on the 
side of his foul lips, the statuesque and now... soaking wet... drummer, and the douchey-looking 
ringmaster - that scraggly-bearded archfiend, Dace Repellion - all made a beeline towards the 
counter. Perfect. He pretended to be absorbed in his beer, a ploy not difficult to accomplish. 
They came, and they sat, all in arow. Right beside him, at the end of the counter. As if trying to 


make his task easier. Parade of peripatetic palookas. 


It was... the drummer... what had been her name? Mella. How indecent. This big, 
statuesque woman could come in from the wet, soaking wet with her powerful body that looked 
so tough but soft at the same time, wet and vulnerable and strong but possibly caring and 
nurturing, none of which needed to concern Keving at this time on his valuable mission. She 
was planted — right there. A lot of woman. That was a Jot of big strong woman, a powerful 
drummeress that could grab Keving and wring his soggy little body, picking his wet little butt up 
off the fancy barstool and wringing him out in front of the whole saloon like a soggy towel... 


Never steal anything moist. He closed his eyes and gulped. 


“Nice hat.” 
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Keving started. He opened his eyes and looked up into the big, powerful, open, frank, 
open, big face of the big and powerful statuesque drummeress, and with a hearty sniffle, said 
“Th-th-thaaaaahhh.” He took a deep breath. “Thhhhh.” The words weren’t coming. Ina 


sudden flurry of panic, he sharply declaimed, “Thhhhanks.” 


Smiling, the woman turned back to her group. 


That’s a whole lotta woman, thought Keving, his spirit greasy as a triple-fried lardburger 


with onion rings on top. 


The group talked of minor matters as he continued his ploy of beer absorption, now 
turning into beer absorbing. The devilish musclewitch strolled over from the check-in kiosk. 


The mercurial coachman had disappeared somewhere. 


“Gimme a ginger tea, good man,” she said to the bartender, not deigning to sit down. 


“So San,” said Dace, “I think you said you have a buddy around here who can help us 


with our holy mission, or whatever it is we’re doing now that isn’t playing music?” 


“Yeah. Hold on a sec and I'll take you guys to him. I’m sure he’II be in right now, he 


knows we’re coming. The whole giant-cactus-as-an-inn thing was his idea originally.” 


Excellent! They were behaving as predicted. More trifling details were discussed, and 
then the group finished their drinks and headed off to bring their luggage roomward. As casual 
as he could, Keving strolled out into the still-rainy evening. He rolled back up the building in the 
reverse of the manner he had rolled down it. In the deathly desert mists, his small form 


disappeared into a third story window. Now all that was left was the waiting. 
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The rooms were well-appointed. Everyone was in better spirits than they’d been since the trip 
began. San, ‘Roy, Stan and Jenks were all together in one spacious suite. After the previous 
evenings’ payout, they could have afforded to spread out more, but San had pointed out that one 
never knew when the money would start to run out. Better safe than sorry. The foursome went 
down the hall, to the room of the fulltime musicians, no less well-appointed. “Well,” said San, 
“we probably have just enough time to meet up with my ally before we should go down and start 


setting up for the evenings’ gig.” 


“Sounds good,” said Dace. “Let’s go see what the fuss is about.” 


“Oh I wouldn’t get too excited,” cautioned San as they headed down the hall. She 
stopped in front of what looked like a door to a utility closet, and opened it. It was indeed a 
normal utility closet, except in one respect — at its’ far end, an uninviting little staircase led up 
into the restricted third floor. She led the way through and up. At the end of the stairs was an 
old wooden hatch, which she flung open, climbing into deep darkness. Everyone else came 
rapidly behind, then paused as their eyes struggled to adjust. It was more like a musty attic than 


a living space up here. But if San were to be believed, her friend lived in this third floor. 


Stan felt it. An eeriness. This was no normal attic space. This was the site of nocturnal 
ceremonies of an unguessable sort. Magic, yes, but not your ordinary, hobbyhorse mage spells. 
Whoever resided here was powerful. More than that, they were a creature of the dark, like 
himself. That this was the lair of true night brethren was plain, but he smelled something else, 
something more sinister. He couldn’t put his finger on that lingering sub-odor. The blankets of 
night-blackness were too thick, the light too little, for the eyes to readily adjust, even for a 
powerful hunter. Stan walked, heedless of his group, towards a corner. There was a presence. 


Yes, a humanoid-but-dark, darkly winged presence. And then he saw the fur on the back of the 
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head. The figure was moving away the sheets they had draped over themselves for their upright 


slumber, and the head was turning. 


And in those eyes. In that abysmally heinous visage, a million fluttering nights of 
intensity and wild abandon. A Manbat was there, grizzled and old, yet possessed of a madcap 
vitality. His great ears rose perkily, his sunken eyes twinkled with irrepressible intelligence and 
knowingness. Hyperlong ultrafingers of a giant batwing-hand scratched at the unkept body of 


madness. 


“Hey,” the figure said in a voice gravelly beyond belief. “I’m Bat Dan.” 


“Bat Dan, you old son of a bitch!” San practically yelled from across the room. “How 


you been doin’? You can’t evade the hunter instinct of our own Count Chocula over here.” 


“My name’s not Count Chocula,” said Stan insistently. 


“Well, his birth name’s Vampiro Stan, and he’s been rocking the drawers off every girl 
and most boys his age from here to the Big Queasy.”” She introduced the group. “And, no 
offense to the rest of you guys, but I’m saving the best for last. Dan, meet the one, the only, 


Jazzmaster Jenks. One of the very greatest to ever blow the curved tube.” 


Jenks stepped forward and shook the eager Manbats’ massive outstretched hand. “Bat 
Dan. I’ve heard really good things. They say your venue is one of the best to play at in the 
whole country, and I have to say it looks like I might have to agree with them. You should have 


seen what we’ve had to go through on this tour just so far.” 


“Oh,” said Bat Dan, “don’t I know of the indignities faced by the hardworking 


entertainer. Well I do hope your stay can be something of a respite. We’re lucky, here at the Big 
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Spiny, to have a clientele that can help make it possible to properly compensate big talent at a 


more intimate venue.” 


“Yeah, that’s nice,” said San, “but how have you been doing, Dan? I admit that I have 


more in mind than a social call. I heard you have tabs on our contacts in Vegizz.” 


“Yeah, and things aren’t going perfect there. I’ve been keeping up my health, you know, 


it’s like-“ 
“Hold.” Stan put a hand up. “I just realized what that smell was.” 
“Stan, honey,” said San, “We’re trying to have a grown-up conversation.” 
“Tt’s the stink of wet cabbage.” 
There was dead silence. 
“You mean,” said Mella, “like how Gus smells?” 


There was a slight shuffling sound from the darkness farther back. Then, like lightening, 
both Stan and San moved at once. Stan moved around Bat Dan ahead of the direction the 
shuffling was going. San moved around the other side of Bat Dan, and into the darkness behind 
the shuffling. Whatever was making those noises was caught in a pincer motion, trapped on both 
sides by powerful fighters. There was a brief scuffling sound, and San and Stan emerged from 
the darkness with a figure clutched between them. As the others peered in the irritatingly dim 
space, it became gradually evident that the small, slumped, struggling little man was dressed in 
the indigo bodysuit and intricate utility belt of the CentralGov spy. Infrared goggles were 


strapped to his head. 
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“Whaaaa?” exclaimed Bat Dan with exaggerated surprise. “How did this fellow get into 


my room?” 


Stan sneered. “Come on, asshole. If I can sniff him out, your Manbat senses should have 


zero trouble.” 


“T have a stuffed up nose,” said Bat Dan. “Sniif. Sniiif.” 


“Come on, Dan,” the little man whined. “You can’t lie to save your life, just waste these 


chumps and get me outta here!” 


“Keving,” Bat Dan said, “we’re through. I don’t care what happens to you now.” 


San was furious. “You son of a bitch.” This time, it plainly wasn’t an expression of 
endearment. “What do you think you’re doing palling around with a fink spy? I should kick 


your fucking ass right here.” 


“San!” The crafty Manbats’ face registered distress, sunken eyes drooping like a naughty 
dog. “You can’t just always jump to conclusions. I was working as a double agent. You should 


learn of the things I uncovered.” 


“Oh sure,” San said unimpressed, “that checks out. You’ll just get all this valuable 
double-agent intel and save *telling it to us* for later. Maybe you were waiting for a special 
occasion. And in the meantime, instead of warning us ahead-of-time that there’s a spy around, 
you'll allow us to reveal anything and everything we might naively say to this shit fink, who then 
goes and immediately reports all our activities and plans to his superiors. That’s it, isn’t it? 
Great plan dipshit. Do you understand how hard it is to properly go undercover? I just finished 


a huge undercover assignment - I wrote the book on going undercover. You, in contrast, don’t 
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know your ass from a hole in the ground. You can’t do proper undercover work. If CentralGov 
thought you were betraying them, they would burn this place to cinders, and everyone in it. I 


know you’re not this dumb, Dan. What’s your game here?” 


“Hey, first I don’t know my ass from a hole in the ground, then I’m not this duh-“ 


“Answer me,” San barked, impatience personified. “What’s your game, Bat Dan?” 


“Auggh,” said Stan, releasing his grip on Keving rapidly. 


“Hey,” said San, “what’s up now? Don’t just go lax on the job. 


“T just realized,” said Stan, “why the wet cabbage smell is so strong. Sometimes a night 
hunters’ heightened senses really do become a curse. This little shitstain has jizz stains all down 
his bodysuit leg from whacking off in the darkness and creaming his greasy little load in his suit 


while we were talking to your friend.” 


San didn’t release her hold, but she frowned heavily, her complexion suddenly ashen. 


“Hey,” said Mella. “Isn’t that the pencil-dicked little weasel who was sitting near us at 


the bar counter?” 


“Auuuuuhhhhhg,” said the odd Keving, shaking slightly. 


“Listen,” said Bat Dan. “Let’s get this straight. I was gonna explain everything. Really! 
This guy isn’t my friend. He’s less than nothing. Look at him! Better yet, don’t. Seriously 


Kev, fuck off, I can’t stand the sight of you anymore.” 


“T have a better idea,” said Stan. While San was still holding the trembling little man, he 
quickly moved up behind him and took his head in a crablike two-handed grip. “How about I 


break this finks’ neck and we be done with him?” 
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“Hey, hey,” said Bat Dan, “now let’s just calm down a second. This guy is a two-bit 


chump who doesn’t have shit on any of us, info-wise or otherwise. Why waste him?” 


“T hate to say I agree,” said San. “I know he’s not innocent. But I can’t allow you to just 


murder indiscriminately, Stan.” 


“Oh yeah?” Stans’ grip on the finks’ head tightened. “Why not? What’s to keep him 
from bothering us again? Oh man, sweet mother of fuck that’s foul. Now he’s pissing down his 


leg, his nasty rotten cabbage piss all mixing with the jizz to create a whole new level of funk.” 


It was all true. Now it was Sans’ turn to release Keving rapidly. “Well, that’s your own 
fault for scaring the piss out of him. But I’m not saying you need to write the rat a loveletter. 
After all this, he won’t be coming within five hundred miles of you or any of us. Just let him go, 


and we’ll deal with the real problem here.” She pointed a razor-sharp finger at Bat Dan. 


“Hey,” said Bat Dan. “Hey. Come on. I’m not ‘the real problem.’ I’m just a regular guy 
who doesn’t want an unwarranted murder taking place in my own home, right above where my 


paying customers are sleeping.” 
“Yeaaahhh, sure,” San sneered. “’Regular guy’. Go fuck yourself.” 


Stans’ grip on the now spastically shaking, sputtering, blubbering little fellow didn’t 
slacken in the slightest. “Okay. I don’t know about letting this cock sucking shit stain fucktoilet 
just walk. But I’m open to negotiation. Bat Dan, you shitstain, if you want your fink to live so 
badly, why don’t you fight me, tonight, live in front of all your customers? I'd like to see what 
you’re made of.” Stan licked his lips unpleasantly. It was clear he was enjoying this way too 
much. “If I win, as I expect to, then you’ll tell us everything you know, all of what you’ ve been 


up to, and hold nothing back, or we’Il start breaking your bat fingers.” 


809 


“Alright, boy.” Bat Dan was maintaining his cool entirely. “It’s been too long since I 
had a good fight. You seem worthy enough, for an old guy like myself. But there’s one 


important stipulation. You guys have to play the show first.” 


San nodded. “I don’t see any reason why that can’t happen. But if you try to run while 


we’re on, it’s open-house on your ass.” 


“The full show too,” said Dan. “Not like a half-measures phoning-it-in sort of thing. I 


want the works.” 


San looked at Dace. “Of course,” Dace said. “We always perform at a hundred percent. 


Otherwise it isn’t worth going out there.” 


“Good,” said Stan. “Then it’s settled, and I can let go of this wet garbage.” He pulled 
Keving back by the head, then quickly grabbed the utility belt and infragoggles off of him. 
Then, taking one massive foot, he shove-kicked the fink forcefully back into the darkness, where 
he rolled around and crashed into various hidden articles, causing Dan to wince. “And another 
thing,” Stan called into the shadows. “If I ever lay eyes on you again for a single second, you’ ll 


wish with everything you’ve got that I had just broken your neck back here. Is that understood?” 


A thin wailing sufficed for a “Yes.” 


“Come on,” said San, “Count Chocula here is really starting to creep me out. Let’s set up 


our show. I wanna get it played and see this fight!” 


“Right,” said “Roy. “And while you guys are playing, I'll be right behind our ‘friend’ 
here, making sure that he doesn’t try anything. And when a Mexican Jew warrior has eyes on 


you, you don’t fuck, amigo. You don’t fuck.” 
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“T know that to be true,” said Bat Dan. “I would never fuck around with a fellow warrior. 
I look forward to glorious battle, and to clearing my name of this nonsense. So I made a poor 
decision trying to go double agent. I should’ve consulted San. But even at my time of life, I 
won’t be humiliated in battle by some boy. You’re a true creature of Darkness, Stan, I'll admit 


it. But soon, you'll see what a real Manbat is made of!” 


Dingus chose this instant to let out a horrific retch. 


The saloon was filling up. There was an excited buzz going around, a restrained energy that was 
somehow more electrifying than the wildest whootings at a larger venue. Everyone here had the 
Destitute bug, and they couldn’t wait to see what all the hullabaloo was about. The entryway to 


the joint was an umbrella thief’s paradise. 


The layout of the saloon was multi-tiered, with low balcony areas overlooking the main 
dancefloor, giving the space a dynamic feel. The largest and lowest of these balcony areas was 
the stage, lit to professional perfection by colored hues that shifted to accentuate the vibe of the 
current performance. Now, from behind a curtain, Bat Dan emerged, to subdued applause. He 
was a familiar face around here, the grand old patriarch of the establishment, a self-styled local 


celebrity. The old guy who likes to hang around youth. 


He stepped out to address the people milling below. “Good friends of the Big Spiny,” he 
started in. “What a fine, wet, soggy evening to take in the sizzling entertainment we have lined 
up for you. And I assure you, ‘sizzling’ is not too strong a word. Oh, it’s not too strong a word! 
First comes the most incredible act of this brave new age, the band that has led music observers 


to coin a whole new description, the idea of the “overnight sensation,” in order to try and explain 
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their massive sudden appeal. Hear the sizzling sax of legendary Jazzmaster Jenks. Feel this 
raging new device, the ‘electric guitar,’ in the hands of mysterious sex-symbol dynamo Vampiro 
Stan. Thrill to the emotively explosive lyrical sounds of the octave-hopping San Wortle and the 
primally-growling industry vet Dace Repellion, all backed up by fan favorites Mella Oddboggy 
on drums and Dingus Whitherins on bass, both veterans of countless no-doubt-great bands. Fine 
people, we have an incredible act in store for you.” The audience was beginning to look around 
at one another. This was getting hammy even by Bat Dan standards. Was all this hyping leading 


up to something? 


“But that’s not all,” Dan continued. “As if that weren’t enough, whoooaaahhh, nooo, no 
nono no nono. That aint all. Good people, at the conclusion of what will no doubt be a 
legendary show, yours truly, your very own Bat Dan, proprietor of everyone’s favorite venue, 


will square off, on this very stage, against the able sometime-wrestler Vampiro Stan!” 


Where they stood behind the curtain, San whispered to Stan, “He’s giving himself the 


advantage, wrestling on a raised platform when he has wings. Do you wanna let him do that?” 


Stan whispered back, “If this fight is a problem, I need serious help.” 


“Maybe,” San hushedly rejoined, “but don’t take him too lightly. In his day, he was quite 


the force to be reckoned with. Just because he’s old, doesn’t mean he’s zero threat.” 


The audience was now experiencing a sense of justification for the hype. Bat Dan was a 
genuinely beloved figure. Yet, in that curious way of a certain type of begrudging affection, 
many (indeed most) of the concertgoers were looking almost more forward to the prospect of 
seeing him get beaten up, than if he had been universally reviled. A certain obscure 


psychological pressure called for relief from all the hammy impositions he had placed on his 
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audience over the months and years. And a good-and-proper beatdown might be just the thing, 


even if at the hands of some relatively unknown party. 


“So get hyped!” Now Dan was fully spazzing out. His confidence level was somewhat 
infectious. If he, an experienced hype man, was ready to put this much weight behind an act, 
there might be something to it. “Give it up for DESTITUUUUUUUUUUTE!!!’” He flung his 
arms zanily and skipped offstage, flapping to his executive observation balcony, where an odd 


black figure was waiting for him. 


It could not escape ‘Roy that the whole “keeping an eye on you” routine seemed a little 
futile for an opponent who could just fly away. He could have flapped to anywhere other than 
the balcony where his purported minder was waiting. “Roy had the inescapable feeling that he 
was being humored. He couldn’t keep up with things anymore. Ever since Stan had snuck off to 
the city behind his back, his whole life had been a topsy-turvy procession of strangeness, 
galivanting with freaks off to the four corners. Now they were going to play that strange music 
again. He could already hear his ears ringing. Oh, the things one did for the Honor of the 
Ancients! He would just have to sit here and keep his wits about him. But it seemed like this 
Bat Dan character was genuinely looking forward to the fight. In fact, he was marketing off of 


it! 


The setup took a matter of moments. Then, the band faced the crowd of some six 
hundred, dramatically smaller than the night before, but still crammed into the relatively cozy 
saloon space. San stepped forward to start singing, and got an immediate cheer before she had 
even opened her mouth. These people seem to have gotten the impression that I’m a really good 
singer, she thought. Who can even guess from where. She opened her mouth, and almost 


wincing, let out an utterly incoherent, ultra-end-octave, thousand decibel primal screeching wail, 
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accentuated by a discordant grumble from Johnny. Okay, she thought, good. That should 


disabuse them of any notion of my talent. Glad that’s over with. 


The audience, previously relatively subdued, immediately began rushing towards the 
balcony, hands out, reaching for San, San, San, and shrieking all the while. “Saaaaan!! We love 


UUUUUUUUUU!!” 


Okay, that’s rather unpleasant. Let’s just get this show over with. San waved back with 
a decidedly friendly smile. “Hey all! I’m San Wortle and this is Destitute, we’re here to rock 
the house! We’ve got some nice songs for ya.” Perhaps a calmer demeanor on my part will 


help. 


It did not. “SAAAAAAN!! SAAAAAAAAN!!!”. The audience frenzy for everything 
San Wortle was unabated. Somehow, this was her venue, just as the trashy pits full of ugly gross 
dudes had been Stans’ heavily-unwanted “gift”, and Jenks’ sax had so mesmerized the giant 


stadium filled with regular hardworking folks. 


The band started in on their set, and they were smokin’. In just a handful of nights, they 
had explored multiple facets of their sound, and now they were bringing them all together, 
playing them off of one another. The audience, obvious musical connoisseurs (San found their 
enthusiasm for her vocals all-the-more-baffling because of this,) was able to appreciate and 
enthuse over every aspect of the Destitute sound, both separately and combined. At one point, 
the rest of the group got a bit worn out and Stan just let Johnny play around idly for a while, in 
what he called a “guitar solo,” allowing everyone else to muster their energy reserves. They 
were expecting perhaps polite applause from an audience predisposed to appreciate new things. 


Instead, the enthusiasm was nearly as great as it had been for an actual song. “If you were a 
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proficient enough guitarist,” Stan had joked aloud to everyone, “find the right audience, do an 
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entire set of just that, and watch the money start coming in for almost no effort!” This got a 
hearty chuckle out of everyone present. “They may be self-deluding snobs,” Stan had whispered 


to San, “but at least they aren’t total fucking idiots.” 


“Yeah,” San had whispered back, “everyone’s got some kinda issue. But when they 
reach out towards me, it’s somehow a lot creepier than if they were dumb. Like, ‘You know 


what you’re doing. And that makes it gross.’” 


“Agreed,” said Stan. “Let’s do a few more ditties and wrap this up. I’ve got a beating to 


administer.” 


The set ended in fine form. Dingus’ bass playing was slipping up slightly, but it was 
hardly noticeable through the blanketing noise. Through an ultracruel paradox of pain, the cold 
turkey was somehow still wearing on his already-fully-destroyed nerves. Mella was playing 
better, more stridently and richly, than ever, spurred on by the efforts of the others. She received 
a few shouts from the crowd as well, apparently being another favorite of this specific type. 

Dace shined in this more refined acoustic setting, which allowed his low growls to come through 
and properly reverberate, without forcing him to overtax his still-adjusting vocal cords. Jenks 
wasn’t simply a favorite of the audience. He was their spotless idol. Every solitary toot the 
master let forth from his mighty Iliosax was greeted with abject aesthetic abasement by the 
parishioners, and his occasions to join in the music were like a holy communion to the screaming 


snobs. 


And Johnny cooked. He made sounds as powerful, as mighty, as strong and tough, as he 


would have for any audience, for a group of tens of thousands of true-grit working folks. Johnny 
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made no distinction, because he wasn’t fooled by the snob acts. He wasn’t fooled. Johnny made 
his sounds for the kids. And at bottom, these, every one of them, were the epitome of kids. If 
this wasn’t a crowd of children, he didn’t know what was. And they played different. But 
Johnny took the veils from their eyes, and he showed them. You aint different. Johnny showed 
them, and he understood, and for this they made him their absolute king. They loved Johnny 
more than they loved their own mothers, more than they loved anything. For a brief, shining 
moment, Johnny was able to relieve them of the thing in their lives that harmed and held back 


and berated and crippled and tormented and humiliated them most of all. 


He was able to relieve them of themselves. 


Johnny played, and San belted ‘em out, belted out the Golden Hits You Know And Love. 
And it was a route. It was a complete massacre. There was no nitpicking, no problem-finding 
that evening. There was no turning the nose up at the hype. This was one of the greatest 
evenings of these peoples’ lives, often colorful, sometimes fulfilling, but all ultimately sad, sad, 
sad - lives that could be good lives, lives that could make positive impacts, but which were at 
bottom, in a very real sense, always tragedies playing out in excruciatingly-real realtime. 


Because those lives felt no relief from their own insular closed loops. 


Because those lives felt no relief from their own insular closed loops. 


And the blessed relief poured down upon the heads of these lost souls like a purpurate 
shower of holy realization, making them feel safe and secure in the knowledge that others 
suffered, that life was victorious suffering and that they were not alone in their endless self- 
inflicted neurotic mental dungeon of torment, that there were others and those others were real 


and true and they could share things in common, that they both Lived. Jenks blew his mighty 
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Iliosax, sending rays of Jazzy sunlight into the mental recesses of these folks, and they cried and 


shat themselves with utterly abject appreciation. And the set was over. 


Bat Dan flapped down to the stage. 


Mella came up to Stan and put a hand on his shoulder. “Be careful.” 


“Be relaxed, good senorita,” said Stan. He handed her Johnny, who she held to her chest 


like a baby. “This is an easy job for a man of Darkness and a true pro wrestler.” 


The stage was cleared in even less time than it had been filled. The hard wooden surface 
of the balcony protruded from the fibrous cactus walls. Falls would be painful. Dan was 
grinning with the maniacal relish of adrenalin. Below, the crowd was experiencing excitement 
whiplash, shifting gears from uninhibited artistic reverence to the feeling, rather novel to most of 
them, of hungry bloodlust before a mighty throwdown. The liminal state between these two 
states was a mind-altering experience, that one had to be present for to really appreciate. Stan 
cracked his knuckles, and he felt the feelings that had made him work hard enough to be able to 
accept the coveted mantle of “A-class wrestler.” Nowadays, he was struggling to justify that A 
ranking. Someday soon, he knew, he would join San, Ciabatta, Drip Dry Eyes and all the rest, 


and ascend to the rarified S class. 


But what was he thinking? What did the ranks of human beings mean? He licked his lips 
and looked at Dan, who was assuming a fighting stance, knees bent, feet aligned with hips, 
massive hands held out in front. He put one foot in front of the other and grinned almost 
insanely. The purpose of this evenings’ brawling was not to work towards some vacuous rank. 

It was to hurt. To injure another, and revel in honorable cruelty, the good toil of a man of 


sensible evil. 
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No. That wasn’t good enough anymore. What Stan was thinking was childish, and he 
knew it. You needed a lot more than evil. Cruelty was only any good if there was some kind of 
purpose, some kind of Jove, behind it. Stan saw that it had never been about the hatred. Hatred 
was an important part of it. But it was really about honor. To fight with a fellow warrior, to test 
one another to the limits and grow, mutually. Ina flash of inspiration, he saw that this wasn’t 
hate. It wasn’t even cruelty. It was really only ever love, a love so often bent astray. We are 


lost indeed. 


And with a raging fire in his dark heart, Stan lunged. 


Bat Dan wasted no time in pushing his advantage. 


He came directly into grips with Stan. Dan didn’t follow modern wrestling religiously — 
it had been close to six years since he’d had a serious match, and maybe sixteen since he was at 
the top of his career — but he knew enough to know that Stan was virtually unmatched in 
uncanny raw strength outside of the very greatest. Only Drip Dry Eyes was ever known to have 
beaten him hands-down in this regard. Dan had been strength-training meticulously, more for 
personal satisfaction than anything else. It was almost a sort of spiritual practice for him, to stay 
in the best shape he could. Could he match up to this wild boy, even with the unfair advantage 


of his wings? He had to find out. 


He got his giant fingers wrapped around Stans’ diamond-hard hands, and it was 
immediate. The force of that grip was like a black hole, taking Dans’ bones towards crunching, 
crippling singularity. He wouldn’t be surprised if the boy were more powerful now than ever 


before. Without delay, Dan beat his leathery bat wings. One patron near to the stage had to put 
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her hand to her head to prevent her toupee from flying off, from the force of the gusts generated 
by that nocturnal beating. Dan rose, baring his yellowed fangs in a terrifying grin of abandon, 
and he pushed down exultantly with all his considerable strength, fully exploiting his leverage 
advantage. The sound of the beating of those strong, hefty, well-trained Manbat wings was a 
thrumming that enveloped the surrounding air and reverberated throughout the fashionable 


saloon with a smackadelic force. 


“Your breath smells like little poodle dog shits, amigo,” said Stan with a mischievous 


grin. 


He continued to push back against Dans’ greater leverage. But now he also turned. And 
he spun. Stan spun, and he swung, he was swinging Dan around and around, swinging the aerial 
Manbat in a mad circular dance. Dan beat his wings against the swing, tried to maintain control. 
Forget about it. Stan spun and spun, and soon Dan found himself, against every effort he made, 
becoming increasingly dizzy. How much do we search for the right ways to go. How far we 


stray. How we search, and search, never finding. 


We are lost indeed. 


Dan Spun. With each rotation, he became more nauseous. With each rotation, he felt 
like he understood Stans’ perspective a little better. It was as if he were being spun into the spin- 
dry vortex of Stans’ world, that dark place where perhaps only bats could enter. Spinning and 
spinning, he was stupidly grinning, and he knew, and he knew he was never winning. Around 
and around at the speed of sound, his Manbat former-wrestler luxury-inn-and-saloon-made-out- 


of-a-giant-cactus-proprietor wits could never be found, and he wondered if he could get ahold of 
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himself, could do something with his life and wipe the confusion from his head and allow his 


feet to touch the ground, touch the ground, and he felt it. He felt like he was gonna puke. 


Now, Stan ran forward as he spun, ran towards the edge of the stage. And he flung Dan 
like a big leathery flappy discus. Dan spun. He spun through the air and going around and 
around, he got his bearings, and he tried in a desperate gambit to use his loopy momentum to 
turn and charge Stan with an aerial attack that was sure to catch him off guard with its’ 


unexpected ferocity. 


How ‘bout not. Dan spun, and he wobblingly turned back around through the air and 
dove towards the stage in a mad dash. It lacked all discipline. The mark of desperation was on 
him as he flew full-tilt at Stan without any real plan other than trying to grab him. Stan met the 
full momentum. One hand grabbed Dans’ back, the other his chest. Keeping Dan upside-down, 
holding him overhead, Stan leaned back and dropped in a rigid stance. It was a textbook vertical 
suplex, only with exponentially more momentum. Stan fell harmlessly onto his back as Dan 
busted clean through the stage floor, sending wood splinters flying. The shocked audience 


looked on as he flopped unceremoniously to the shaded ground beneath the balcony. 


There was pandemonium. Everyone started talking at once. Far from cheering Stans’ 
victory, this was a group that was more concerned to know that nobody was hurt. The staff of 
the Big Spiny rushed beneath the stage at the same time as the Destitute party did. A senior 
lackey put his hands out, keeping space between the crowd and his fallen boss. “Okay, 
everybody, that’s this evenings’ entertainment. I hope you had a good time. Now please stay 
back, there’s nothing to see here. Just head on home and come again soon.” A throng of lackeys 


stood behind him, looking alert, awaiting orders. 
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Dace stepped through the crowd and towards Bat Dan. He was followed closely by San, 
who was followed equally closely by the rest of the group. The employee-group moved to 
defend their leader. The faces of Dace and the head lackey now confronted each other over the 
prone, rubble-flecked body. “Hey now,” said the lackey, “you scram. We’ll make sure you get 


paid, so just go get some rest.” 


“Whoa, hold on there, buddy,” said Dace. “We’re not here to talk to you. We had an 


agreement with Bat Dan. He owes us some answers. We can talk money later.” 


“Can’t you see Bat Dan isn’t in any condition to talk with you people right now?” The 
lackey looked over at the crowd, a pensive knot in his brow. These people weren’t going 
anywhere, and now they were being provided with fresh entertainment in the form of his 
argument with this entertainer clown. “Hey,” he said to his subordinates, “see that these people 
start heading outta here.” A few lackeys walked to the edge of the crowd and made some half- 


hearted hand gestures towards the door. 


“We’re not gonna ask him to recite the dictionary,” said an impatient Dace. “We want 
some simple answers. If he’s too concussed to speak coherently, we’ll find that out when we 


talk to him, and we’ll come back later.” 


“You're not talking to him right now,” said the lackey. “I don’t know how much clearer 


I can be.” 


“Have you tried asking Dan anything?” Dace was holding himself together. It didn’t do 
to let these types fluster you. “Aren’t you supposed to be his employee? He can presumably 


speak for himself, correct?” 


“Muuaaaahhhhww,” said Dan from the floor. 
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“See?” said the lackey. “Wisdom for the ages, I’m sure.” 


“No, Biff.” Now Dan really was stirring, though he was still firmly floor-bound. “It’s 
alright. What I meant to say was, I do have an agreement. Let them come in closer so that I may 
speak at them within hearing ease, mmmhh. We were all beautiful children, and there is much to 


talk over.” 


“You heard the man,” said Dace. “Let us come in closer for hearing ease, already.” 
} 


The lackeys frowned, but backed away just enough to give Dace and San space to kneel 
down my Dan, with the rest of the group trying to peer over their shoulders. It was plain that 


nobody employed at the Big Spiny dared countermand an order from Dan. 


“Dan,” San called down at his face, as if talking to someone mentally distant, even 
though physically all-too-close. “Are you feeling okay? Did you hit your head, or anything else 


important in that landing?” 


“Don’t worry about me, sweet darling child,” said Dan. 


San looked at Dace. “He is waaay out of it.” 


“Bat Dan,” said Dace. “We want answers. You were consorting with a spy. What’s 
going on around here? When did this character approach you? You said something earlier about 
things ‘not going perfect’ in Vegizz. What does that mean? You must know we’re headed 


there.” 


“Oh, dear dumpling, pretty boy. You really don’t know, do you. Vegizz is 
Pandemonium. You may think it always has been, but you’!l soon find out how wrong you were. 


You? Waltz right in to Vegizz, when your Rock and Roll Mission has been broadcast all across 
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the hills and plains of this wild and desolate land?” He let out a small, dry, curiously lonesome 
chuckle. “Oohhhhh. Things have changed, oh, changed so, so very much, since last you saw 


that place. I think you'll find your old understandings will do you scant service.” 


“Cut to the chase, Dan,” said San. 


Dans’ head moved around turtle-like. ‘““Where’s the Jazzmaster?” 


“Name’s Jenks,” Jenks said peevishly, poking his head over Daces’ shoulder. 


‘“‘Jazzmaster Jenks is fine too.” 


“°Scuse my impertinence, amigo. Jenks. I know the name. It’s a byword for integrity 
among the Vegizz Roller Skaters. Your community organizing actions are remembered fondly 
within that band of comradery. I often hear tales, when I have the pleasant opportunity to do 


dealings with them.” 


Jenks’ face lit up with big-smiling warmth. “Aww, that’s great to hear. I can’t wait to 
drop in and catch up with my old Skater pals. Those rollah’skatin’ boys and girls are fine 
examples of what youth can accomplish. How’s everybody doing? Does that old dog Ciabatta 


still come back to check in from time to time?” 


Dan looked into Jenks’ eyes with alarming frankness. “Brother Ciabatta is there even 
now, to lend a hand. I’m afraid they’ve been in dire need of one. There’s a new existential 
threat to the community, a new band of rebels that wants to stand for the opposite values to those 


of the Skaters, who wants to stand in the way of all the Skaters are trying to accomplish.” 
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Jenks’ face became warped with fury at the very thought. “What?! Who are these punks, 
that think they can mess with wholesome values? Wait ‘til I get my hands on them... I’m sure 


Ciabatta is takin’ care of them even now.” 


“Tt may not be so easy, amigo. Are you familiar with the concept of ‘rolling blades?’ A 


compact and edgy row of wheels, usually four or five, without any side-support?” 


A look of dark concern fell across Jenks’ face. ““Rollerblades? Yeah, there were stories. 
A few bad apples who fell off the bandwagon, lost track of the beat of goodness and went 
extremist. But that was supposed to be extremely rare. When last I was with the Skaters, 
nobody was seriously worried that such a risky and impractical lifestyle would catch on with a 


significant number of youth.” 


“That complacency may have been your- may have been all of our undoing.” A look of 
grave sadness passed over Dan. “It may just have been all our undoing. Now, the bladers are 
gaining ground, becoming nearly as popular as the Skaters. And they’re growing, while the 
Skaters remain relatively stagnant. But that’s only the tip of the dark iceberg for the city called 
Vegizz. There’s so much to tell... Too much...” Dan sighed heavily, clearly in a state of 


exhaustion. 


Jenks was nearly in a state of frenzy, almost squashing Dace as he leaned in closely 
towards Dan. “Hey, now don’t conk out on me. I need names. Who thinks they can get away 
with this? No mother fucking blade boys are gonna mess with my Skaters. All the names you 
got, boybat, along with where in the city they’re stationed. This is an emergency! We’ve gotta 


get over there right now-” 
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“Jenks.” It was San. “He’s exhausted. After going toe-to-toe with Count Chocula, it’s 
no surprise he needs rest. But if I know Bat Dan, he wasn’t ever planning on sneaking out of our 
deal. Quite the contrary. Based on past experience, I’m just guessing this asshole is planning on 


giving us a guided tour of whatever disasters are befalling.” 


From his heaving spot on the ruined floor, Dan winked. “That’s right. You'll need more 
than just a bit of explanation. You'll need... someone in your party with some sway... in the 


area.” He grinned. 


“T don’t know,” said Dace as he pushed his head up desperately against Jenks’ 
encroachment. “Can we allow him to just buddy up to our party, right after he gave that flimsy 


explanation for selling us out to a weasel spy? We’ll be giving him access to all our goings-on.” 


“I’m afraid,” said San, “that we’ve got no choice. He’s right. We will need a local 
guide, if things are as bad as he says. And I have a feeling they might just be. For a while now, 
I’ve been having trouble getting in contact with Ciabatta. There seems to be some dark aura 
around the area that muddles perception, so that only hints and rumors escape. I’ve heard dark 
whisperings that CentralGov and the bladers have been in cahoots for some time. It’d be just 
like Finnigan to put his weight behind those extremist psychopaths-on-wheels. Even now, he 
and his cronies could be attempting to corrupt the Vegizz youth. We’ve got to stop them, as 


quickly as possible. I just hope we’re not too late...” 


14. Bounce, Rock, Skate, Roll 


The day was bright and dry, as if it had never rained anywhere nearby for a million years. The 


Flight de Ville sailed through the desert air, its’ passengers savoring the heavy torpor that 
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follows a hearty huevos rancheros breakfast as only the Big Spiny could serve. Above, they had 
a strange new passenger. Bat Dan clung to the top of the passenger car, eyes squinting against 
the wind, leathery wings catching the air currents, adding aerodynamicism to the clunky vehicle. 
The speedmules were in fine fettle. Below, the land was rough and rocky. Occasionally, strange 
mesas popped up, their wavery forms possessing the characteristics of subaqueous delirium. 


They were becoming more frequent. 


As late afternoon melted into early evening, the land below became a riot of surreally 
distorting rock shapes. The dull warm colors were ridged with rounded undulations like 
something seen within funhouse mirrors on steroids, stretching off into the distance. Dry gulches 
hunkered beneath, coiling with their dry memories. Memories of a different geological time. It 
seemed the delicious memories of water had put these rocks into an ecstasy. But that time had 
passed, and soon the surreal rocks were too. Not enough time to muse on their magical wonder, 
never enough time to appreciate the sorceries of nature. It was still dry, dry as ever. Dans’ 
wings beat, and the speedmules beat their winged hooves against the thin dry air, and the 
carriage sped at an amazing pace. Nobody looked out now. They were afraid to witness the rate 
of it all. More dry, dry mesas passed, and then more dry desert plains. Occasionally, a wooded 
area, a few hills. It was passing amazingly fast. Perhaps the most amazing thing was that 


Dingus looked less sick than he had in days. 


Stan read. Jenks, Dace, San and Mella played dominoes. Dingus drooled. Outside, a 
world of unending speed and geological madness, of hard alien rocks and wildly shifting 
landscape. Inside, a world of attempted distractions and pensive waiting. Everyone wondered. 
What would be next? It seemed that the Vegizz portion of the tour might not be the pleasure-fest 


the crew had been hoping for. 
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As evening came, ‘Roy poked his head into the passenger compartment. “We’re 


approaching the city.” 


“From the Big Spiny to Vegizz in one day,” said Dace. “Incredible.” 


“Not as incredible,” said ‘Roy, “as the sight you’re about to see. Look up front.” He 


turned his head back towards the speedmules. 


Everyone looked out the windows on either side. Ahead of them, the City of Sleaze was 
surrounded by towering walls of reddish plated metal. They stretched up and up, higher than the 
mighty towers of Great Arenas City, imposing and imperious, looming over that sere wasteland 
with the mordant contempt of a veteran dominatrix deprived of morning caffeine. At regular 
intervals, observation towers stuck up out of the wall. Atop the towers were mounted 


threatening miniguns, each manned by a small indigo figure. 


“T got a feelin’,” said Mella, “that we maybe shouldn’t fly over the wall.” 


“DAN,” San screamed up to the roof of the carriage. “HOW LONG HAVE THESE 


WALLS BEEN THERE?” 


“Almost a half year now!” he shrieked back down with batlike clarity. “You should have 


”? 


seen how fast they got the things up 


The group pulled their heads back in, looked at one another. Dace spoke first. “I sure 
haven’t ever seen anything like that around here. The Vegizz people typically want to make it as 
easy as possible for you to come there and throw all your money away. Maybe they were having 


a problem with bandits.” 
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“Nope,” said San. “No way is that for bandits. That kind of massive wall is totally 
impractical. It’s well understood that the larger the structure, the larger the upkeep. The only 


way something like that makes sense, is if it’s there to send a message.” 


“Well,” said Jenks, “I got the message loud and clear. The message that said, ‘Don’t 
come here and try to give us your money or we’ll shoot at you.’ What kinda ludicrousness is 


this?” 


“That’s the question, alright,” said San, brow heavy with thought. 


They lowered in altitude. The speedmules became nervous as they drew closer to the 
walls. “Roy was able to ease them down onto the road leading into town without much fuss - a 
smooth landing. The beasts slowed down considerably as they neared the entry point, requiring 
constant goading. Now the cyclopean red metal monument seemed to bear down on their 
dwarfish vehicle with the unbearable weight of its’ inhuman intensity. The gate was a 
mechanistic dot amid the flat whole. Shiny metal doors beckoned. But an indigo-suited official 
stood in their way, his stern features boding ill for their chances of ingress. He strutted stiffly 


towards them. 


“No go,” he called up to ‘Roy. “Full size carriages are not allowed inside the city right 


now without official papers. Regulations.” 


“Ts there a place nearby,” Roy yelled down, “where we could put up our speedmules and 


enter the city some other way?” 


The official shook his head. “None.” 
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As this dialogue took place, Dan had climbed off the ceiling and was making himself at 
home among the other passengers, causing the compartment to become suddenly cramped. He 


smiled at everyone around the space. ‘Roy poked his head back. “They’re not letting us in.” 


“Say okay,” said Dan, “‘and then head away from the city. Once you’re over the small 


hill, follow my directions and I’1l take you to where I know of a secret entrance.” 


“But there are lookout towers all around here.” 


“So? You think they have people watching every inch of the desert out here? That 


would be insanity. Nothing’s happening out here. Come on, man.” 


“Then why have the walls and the lookout towers?” 


“Don’t ask me.” 


Shrugging, “Roy turned back to the front and nodded to the official. Then he turned the 
speedmules around and steered them back the way they had come. The sun was low in the sky. 


The cart crested the small hill. 


“Okay,” Dan called up. “Go out wide, then start heading north along the wall. I'll tell 


you when we’re close.” 


‘Roy steered the speedmules off the road, and they began winding northwards through 
the dust and pebbles. The red wall loomed. The animals snorted. They wound their way, 
antlike. Silence reigned. A spectral wail of wind swept down off the city walls, sending chills 
through the party. Was this the decadent destination that put others to shame for opulence and 
shamelessness, for sheer tacky bravado? It was hard to believe. What should have been a merry 


ride of anticipation, was a haunted creeping-about, a maneuver filled with dread. 
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They came to a long stretch of the wall, on the far north end of the city, which had a 
much smaller but still aloof wall of natural rock directly across from it, creating a melancholy 
corridor in which the capacious carriage had just enough room to turn around. ‘Roy continued 
onwards as the evening sky went from orange to red. They were in deep shadow now, deep 
indeed. Between a rock and a dread place. It would be difficult for even the most observant 


watcher to spot their activities from any distance. At last, Dan yelled, “Stop here, ‘Roy.” 


The conveyance came to a clattering halt. The speedmules were damn restless. They 
would rather have been almost anywhere else. The party all stepped out, glad to stretch their 
legs, even in such an unwelcoming setting. “You stay here,” Stan instructed Johnny firmly as 
the restless guitar made motions to follow. Dan strode up to the wall, felt along its’ uniform 
surface. He balled a fist and knocked against a seemingly random spot. Nothing happened. He 


knocked again. He turned to the group. 


“Something should be happening,” he said. 


“T hope something does happen,” said San. “For your sake.” 


“Now, now,” said Dan. “Hold on. No use getting impatient.” He continued knocking, 
then carefully, methodically, he tried other spots nearby. As he went down the row, Stan went 
up to the wall near where he had first knocked. He balled up his fist, and he pulled it back like a 
star “pitcher” in the archaic game of “baseball.” Then he let his arm fly, putting the force of his 
back muscles behind one solitary cosmic blow. There was a clang, and a brief but bone-rattling 


reverberation. Twisted metal fell inwards, and an opening appeared in the wall. 


Stan looked at Dan. “Your sneak passage was bolted closed. Looks like it wasn’t as 


secret as expected.” 
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“Yeah,” nodded Dan. “And I don’t mind telling’ ya I don’t like it. Not one bit.” 


The group began climbing through the aperture. “How are we gonna get the carriage into 


town?” asked San. 


“We'll think of something,” said Dan. He called back to ‘Roy. “Wait here a sec!” ‘Roy 
nodded stoically. Dan stepped back and looked at the wall. “If we could grab the power welding 


tools from the roller skaters’ clubhouse...” 


They looked around. It was the dumpy outskirts of Vegizz, not so different from any 
other dumpy outskirts. Only... a little quieter, perhaps. Perhaps a little too quiet, even for such a 
normally unexciting part of town. There was an indefinable tension in the air. The sleepy 
suburban storefront streets were empty. Except for one figure, rushing towards them from the 
west. The unmistakable head ornament gave him away immediately. It was the humble cranial 
succulent of the redoubtable Ciabatta, his mighty, merry girth coming at them with bounding 


strides. 


“Ciabatta!” Everyone called out almost at once. 


“Be careful!” Ciabatta yelled back. And, again, “Be careful!” 


The group looked at one another, back at Ciabatta. ““About what?” they yelled. 


“Be careful!” Ciabatta yelled again as he bounded towards them. At that moment, the lid 
exploded off a nearby dumpster. From out of the trash, three scrawny figures bounded. They 
were clad in indigo bodysuits and leatherboy police caps, both now heavily coated in garbage 
juice. Indigo, garbage juice-infused moustaches sat upon their filthy faces. Indigo sunglasses 


hid their beady little eyes. They landed a short distance behind Ciabatta. Simultaneously, all 
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three began to reach for their skinny little indigo pistols where they sat in indigo chest holsters, 


their wicked little smiles brimming with murderous intent. 


“No,” Dan called out, “moutherfucker, you be careful!” 


“You be careful!” rejoined Ciabatta. 


“There are three armed cops right behind you!” Dan yelled. 


“Wuh?’ said Ciabatta. 


Events happened at supersonic speed. The cops grabbed their weapons and pulled them 
out, aiming them towards Ciabatta. There was a big rock on the ground near Stan’s foot. He 
kicked it, sending it flying towards a cops’ head. The impact was predictably devastating. 
Massive crunching, red splash - the ruination of the top portion of the pigs’ head, leaving only a 
lower jawbone, quickly seeping blood, gaping in a horrible parody of open-mouthed surprise, 
before the carcass folded onto the dirt below. A gore-stained indigo cop hat floated sadly to the 
ground. In almost the same motion, Stan pulled his expertly sharpened bowie knife from his belt 
and flung it underhand at another cop. The blade landed perfectly in the center of the neck, 
hitting with such force that the tip came out the other side. The cop was flipped to the ground in 
brain-grating pain before passing out, expiring shortly thereafter. Ciabatta turned to look, and 
the remaining cop wavered his gun towards Stan. Jenks chose this time to pull out his Iliosax. 
He blew a solitary toot, then put the instrument back. At first it seemed like nothing happened. 
The cop grinned wide. Then, as if from some unconscious impulse, a robust muscle spasm - his 


neck jerked to the side with such force that it broke. He slumped to the dirt with his comrades. 


Ciabatta looked down at the nasty work and shook his head. “It’s a sad day,” he said, 


“when we’re forced to consider local law enforcement as an enemy combatant.” 
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Stan strode over and yanked his knife free from the neck, with less-than-zero reverence 


for the fallen. “No mercy for the fuckin’ pigs,” he said. 


“Vampiro Stan.” Ciabatta looked long and hard at the powerful fellow. “I can’t yet have 


the level of respect for you that I’d like to.” 


“You will, motherfucker,” Stan said. “You will.” 


Jenks strode towards Ciabatta, and the two men immediately embraced one another in a 
giant, generous bear hug of manly affection. “Ciabatta, you old dirty bastard!” Jenks’ smile 
beamed like the sun stuck into a spotlight. “How you been holding up! And how are the roller 


skaters doing? This is making me feel young again.” 


“Yes, the roller skaters are doing great, Jenks, you old devil dog. Just great. We’ve been 
having fun, developing our skillsets and doing great things for the community. I’m always 
traveling, but I’m thinking of settling down more, to focus on them. I’m glad you’re here. Right 
now is one of the most crucial times in the organisations’ life. We’re dealing with some big 


challenges. But we’ll overcome them.” 


“T know that,” said Jenks. “Roller skaters always overcome adversity. Don’t you know 
that when I look back on it, I feel most thankful for those times in my life when I was given the 
opportunity to overcome adversity, and to grow as a person doing it. That’s what we need to 


share with these youth. Tell me what I can do to help.” 


“Jenks is not alone in that,” said San. The rest of the group had ceased gawking morbidly 
over the condition of the trash-encrusted corpses and were now gathered around. “I also will do 
anything I can for the skater kids, but I get the feeling that hard times at the clubhouse are just 


the tip of the iceberg around here. It’s been too long since we really discussed the situation in 
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Vegizz, which was foolish of me — I’ve simply been too damn busy to keep up with everything. 
It's been a real effort to get through the haze that surrounds this zone. I still know very little. 
Am I right in assuming that the problems of the kids are part-and-parcel of large problems faced 


by the whole community, and that these absurd walls are just a symptom of those?” 


“San Wortle.” Ciabatta looked almost taken aback. “Ill never understand how you can 
grasp any situation simply by giving it a glance. There are strange, dark goings-on around here, 
San. Kids who shouldn’t be turning sour, are doing things I never could have put on them. 
Something is afoot. And Dan. I think you might have been one of the victims of this same 


influence.” 


“Me?” Dan scratched his frizzy scalp. “How so?” 


“You know that spy you were getting ‘valuable information’ from?” 


“Yeah. But how did you know about that?” 


“When Destitute here did their monumental first concert, they were able to acquire two 
working indigo spy utility belts. Shortly thereafter, San brilliantly deciphered the inner workings 
of the belts’ communication devices and passed the info along to all bases of the underground 
resistance. The signal was choppy. But we got enough. From this, we’ve been able to build a 
gizmo at the clubhouse that lets us listen in on indigo spy calls without being detected ourselves. 
Turns out, that spy was playing you. It was part of a larger plot to get at Destitute, making you 
think you were in control. I don’t know quite how it happened, but apparently there was some 


device in his utility belt that, over time, was able to sap your will.” 


“The utility belt?” San said. “We have that utility belt. I’d just assumed that since it 


looked the same, it would be like the other two. We better take a close look at it as soon as 
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possible. But we have a minor issue that needs tending-to. Poor old ‘Roy, our coachman, is 
waiting outside the gate with our speedmules and stuff. Do you have a way we could get our 


carriage through?” 


“Roy? Wait, do you mean Twentytwogun Mercuroy?” 


“You know Twentytwogun? Oh wow, I was right when I said you really do know 


everybody, Ciabatta.” 


“’Course I know ‘Roy. How many great Mexican Jewish assassin masters are still 
around today? We don’t want to leave such a distinguished gentleman out there in the lurch. [ll 
contact my boys right away and have them widen that hole. It looks like the cops have been 
cracking down on secret entrances. Before, they barely cared...” Ciabatta pulled a walkie-talkie 


from his pocket and spoke some orders into it. A crackly voice responded an affirmative. 


They waited. Mella and Dingus took it upon themselves to dispose of the corpses, 
throwing them back in the dumpster while taking care not to get anything suspicious on 
themselves. Then they spread the remaining gore around with their feet, in an effort to make it 
less conspicuous. “Thanks, guys,” said San. Dace went back out to fill ‘Roy in on what was 
happening and keep him company. Jenks and Ciabatta frenziedly chatted about old times and 


what had happened since. The rest of the group mainly just listened. 


“T’m tellin’ ya, I’m jealous,” said Ciabatta. ““You made the right decision to just open up 
a club and take it easy for a few years. Everyone needs a break. Still, we shouldn’t have kept 
you in the dark about the resistance for this long. We just knew that when you did learn, you’d 
immediately come flying and drop whatever else you were doing. We didn’t want to ruin your 


peace while you had the chance for it.” 
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“Yeah,” said Jenks, “well, you’re damn right ya should have told me. But still, I 
understand. I know where your thinking was coming from. And I’m certainly not about to dwell 
on any of that. Right now, I’m here, and I do know about the situation. If CentralGov, and even 
Finnigan, for Christ sakes, still wants to show their damn faces and mess with peoples’ lives, 
now after everything, it’s a good bet they won’t ever stop. I just wanna know what drives people 


like that, what’s going on in their heads.” 


“That makes one of us,” said San. 


“Agreed,” said Ciabatta. “It would be valuable from a pragmatic perspective to have a 
better understanding of CentralGovs’ motives and philosophy. But knowing exactly what goes 


on in the heads of people like that? Sounds like a wide-awake nightmare.” 


“Okay.” Jenks laughed. “Ya got me. But seriously. How can you have such a strong 


desire to control how other people live their lives? Yeah, if those other people were hurting 





anybody, or stealing from them, I get it. But just wanting to say exactly — how — you — need — to 
be. That’s the point at which I’m lost. Don’t you have control over your own lives? How is that 


not good enough?” 


“I’m of the mind,” said San, “that they don’t have control of their own lives, and some 
strange delusion is making them believe that controlling others will be their shortcut to getting 
control over themselves. But really, I’ve been dealing with these people for years and years, and 


still, when it comes to their thinking, all I can do is guess.” 


“Well,” said Ciabatta, “after all, how can we ever really, fully know the thoughts of 


another?” 
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There was much nodding at this truism. The conversation continued in the same vein, 
discussing the hypothetical motives of other people and how much you could know or even 
guess at them, as the hazy purple twilight faded into a cloudy dark-grey night. Finally, the help 


arrived. 


They flew down the street on dazzling roller skates. A squad of healthy young folks with 
bright, shiny smiles, sporting groovy fashions, each in a different and colorful outfit. They were 
the go-getting embodiment of the youth of this bold new age, this Time of Legend. The party 
found that their breath was taken away, and San suddenly felt painfully old and embarrassed. J 
may go nude for the purposes of esoterically augmenting my musclewitch powers, she thought, 


but now I understand more than ever why old people wear clothes. 


Between them, the gals and guys carried enough battery-powered welding equipment to 
widen the hole in no time, holding the big metal tools as though they were light-as-a-feather. 
The apparent leader, a gender-neutral youth with flowing red hair and an infectious smile, rolled 


right up to Ciabatta. “Sorry we took so long, baws. We got here as fast as we could.” 


“Good,” said Ciabatta with a grin. “We have some honored guests with us. I’ve told you 
about a few of them before, if you can remember. You know Bat Dan, of course, but I want you 


to meet the members of Destitute. Destitute, this is Youth Leader Karleton.” 


At the mention of the name “Destitute,” the previously disciplined youths nearly dropped 
their power tools. A bubbly shout of “DREAMY!!” came from multiple young throats. 
Gracefully ignoring their unrefined colleagues, Karleton said, “It’s a real pleasure to meet you 


guys. We youth here in Vegizz have been really keen on following along with all you’ve been 
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doing for rock and roll music. It feels like you’re taking it back for the kids.” The glint in their 


eye showed that they weren’t just saying this out of politeness. 


“Dace Repellion is still out there,” said Ciabatta, pointing towards the aperture. “If ya 
wanna meet-and-greet the whole team, better get cracking on widening that hole! And 


remember, safety first, always!” 


The kids organized themselves and set to work at once. “Shouldn’t they take off those 


roller skates?” asked Mella. 


“Oh, why,” said Ciabatta, “because they’re dealing with powerful switched-on welding 
tools? Good looking. But no, these kids are more comfortable in roller skates than you or I are 
walking. If there was any added risk, I’d be the first to put a stop to it. Trust me when I say that 


you won’t find a better crew of welders-on-wheels in these Mighty Statelands.” 


Within ten minutes, the hole had widened just enough to allow the carriage through. No 
sooner had the gang stepped back and switched their tools off, than a massive demonic red form 
swooped uninvited through the opening. “Ack!” cried Dan. “Hellspawn! What foul 
encroachment sweeps in upon us! Get back!!” The kids began backing away, and some of those 
with weaker constitutions started running around and screaming. “Kids!” yelled an incensed 


Ciabatta. “I thought I taught you not to discriminate against others based on appearance.” 


Beesile Bob turned towards the Destitute squad where they stood chatting. “Sorry, guys! 
I was trying to get into town because I knew you were gonna be playing here soon. But the guys 
at the gate were being total assholes! I decided to go around and look, to see where I might 
sneak through. Then I spotted this hole, with your carriage right by it! I hope I didn’t attract 


attention.” He frowned apologetically. 
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“Tt’s no prob, bro,” said Jenks. “I can’t stand that they make it this hard just to get into 
this city. Everybody has a right to visit Vegizz. Look at these streets! There’s hardly anyone 
out here. It’s ridiculous. It might not be my city to say it, but I say it anyway — welcome.” The 


rest of the squad nodded in agreement. 


“Thanks for understanding,” said Bob, breathing a sigh of relief. “I owe you guys. Just 
let me know if you need anything. I’ve been telling everyone about your upcoming concert. So, 
closer to time, a lotta folks are probably gonna try to get in here. At least that'll give those gate 
guard assholes something to keep ‘em occupied. Oh, by the way-” here he turned to Ciabatta 
and the Vegizz Roller Skaters —“‘my name’s Bob, Beesile Bob. Pleasure to meet you guys. I’m 
the nations’ number-one destitute fan. They’re groovy!” He strolled happily towards his 


favorite musicians as ‘Roy and Dace rolled through the opening behind him. 


“Friend,” said Ciabatta, “we also count ourselves among the fandom. Join us, if you 
would, for the clubhouse banquet we’re preparing tonight, in honor of the arrival of friends old 
and new. Even now, our chefs-on-wheels are likely putting the finishing touches on some real 


gourmet treats. We should head back to the place post-haste. Come on, everybody’s invited!” 


Nearly everyone let out a cheer. Dan grumbled. “This guy is totally new here, and he’s 


being invited to learn the location of the clubhouse? We know nothing about him.” 


“One,” said San as they marched through the drab outer streets, “you mean to say that 
you know nothing about him. We know him already. He’s a good friend who’s tried to beat us 
up and destroyed innocent peoples’ property on a number of occasions. I’m prepared to go to bat 
for him. Two, how secret is the clubhouse location anyway, if a big goofy conspicuous crowd 


like this can just march back to it talking loudly about how their mouths are watering at the 
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thought of the big banquet they’re about to be served? The place is a beacon of light for the 
teens of this fair city, almost all of whom know about it, and it’s a good thing they do. Three — 


who’s more suspicious than you? Talk about the pot calling the kettle black.” 


“Well,” said Dan glumly, “I guess this is what I get for wanting to be sensibly 


cautious...” 


“What can I say,” said San. “Asshole guys finish last.” 


Beesile Bob nodded in appreciation. “I hadn’t heard that one before. I’m definitely 


gonna use that.” 


Karleton rolled up alongside San. “Oh, ma’am,” they said, “it is going to be a sumptuous 
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feast. And wait until you hear the wild new sounds we’ve cooked up 


“Wild new sounds?” San was intrigued. “You mean, like musical sounds?” 
J 


“Something like that, though many might say there was nothing musical about them at 
all! You'll really just have to hear it for yourselves. Nobody’s heard anything like it, in this era 
anyway. It’s wild, rhythmic, cut-apart and reassembled stuff by our own in-house sound crew, 
DJ CJ and the Mac Diggitydafs. DJ stands for “data jacker,” because the music is made partly 
by taking old holoputer data storage filled with sound files, and hijacking them out of the 


archives and onto wax discs that can then be spun around for a unique added distortion effect.” 


“What does the ‘Mac Diggitydafs’ part mean?” 


Karleton blushed. “Oh, don’t concern with that. Just some youth lingo.” 
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“Man-alive, is this talk making me feel old! Wait until I hear this music. I’m sure that'll 
really compound the feeling. But I can’t wait, dearie. You guys are being creative and just 


pushing things forward in the culture. I don’t know how you do it!” 


“Ma’am,” said Karleton in a slightly shocked tone, “nobody’s pushing things forward 


”? 


more than you 


“Me?” San laughed. “I do my best, dearie, but I’m just a run-of-the-mill Wiccan 
researcher with a bit of civic-minded spirit. A nerd, if you will. I was joining the band for my 
own academic reasons — there’s a major knowledge resource that I want to help preserve so 
everyone can access it — when Daces’ voice gave out. I guess they knew about Wiccan bodily 
control abilities and that I’d be able to yell really loud. I’m just out there screeching, not 


knowing what I’m doing, while people scream things at me.” 


“Well,” said a reverent Karleton, “I’m sure glad that’s how it worked out, Miss Wortle, 
because me-and-my-friends-and-everybody just think you’re the coolest and the grooviest and 
we heard a broadcast of your GRC concert over the radio and it spoke to me, baby, I-I mean 


ma’am. It spoke to me.” 


“Well I can’t tell you just how much that warms my heart,” said San, beaming. “I’m sure 
glad you shared that with me, kiddo. To think, this old past-her-prime musclewitch, having an 
artistic impact on some young folks. I never woulda guessed it could happen. Truth really is 


stranger than fiction!” She cackled merrily. 


The strange band marched and rolled, rolled and marched, through the dreary streets. 
The darkness of the night was mitigated by low, thin clouds that hid the moon, but refracted its’ 


radiance. Going through the filter of those dirty little clouds made that light come out the other 
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side dirtier, more fitting to be shining on this city at this time. The yellow gas streetlights 
flickered and wavered in their oily illumination. Most of the buildings around, apartment 
buildings, dingy stores, bars, nameless abandoned ruins, were made of clumpy shit-looking 
adobe material, the kind of architecture that people from more reputable Southwest cities like 
West Pueblos City and North Pueblos Mesa would be likely to poke fun at. Lazy workmanship, 
cookie-cutter design — places not designed to stand the test of time, places built quickly as part of 
some land developers’ efforts to make a quick cred. Cred-hunger, greed, it really was one of the 
worst forces in the world today, thought San. A candle store. A dildo emporium. More cheap 
apartments, falling apart at the seams. And everywhere, abandoned properties with beady eyes 
peering out from the darkness, hungry eyes, feral animals and feral-er humans. A dog barked. It 
was damn quiet. A world of loneliness, of suspicion and darkness and paranoid schemes, a 
society torn apart. Through this desolate landscape, the wild procession strode making merry, 
telling tales, laughing. A strange, alien world was intruding on Vegizz. The plan on these streets 
seemed to be for everyone to stay indoors and keep quiet. Thankfully, things were not going as 


planned. Not with the Roller Skaters out-and-about. 


The night darkened. The lights of the city increased. They were coming to the edge of 
the outskirts, and the very outskirts of the active part of the city. Here, a small number of people 
were visible roaming the streets, wandering souls straying afield of the designated pleasure areas. 
Almost every one of them was kiloflabby at minimum. Stan remembered the hyperflabby 
bandits, the kiloflabby demigods, and even he had to repress a shudder. Hopefully this trend 
abated with the demigods’ recession into the spiritual background. Once human appetite got 
beyond a certain level, nothing was sacred, not even the bounds of Darkness itself. There was no 


honor in endless desire — only a petty and meaningless doom. The flashing lights of the colorful 
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Vegizz signs began coming into view. On top of the great number advertising the many 
traditional Vegizz-style gambling dens, there were signs for cabaret joints, all-you-can-eat 
buffets, tacky western-wear outlets, saloons, the famous laser-light planetarium, wrestling 
venues, narcotics bazaars, brothels out the wazoo, and even — Stan stopped here — a big sign 
announcing the Southwestern Simultetrises invitational Tetris tournament, which was happening 
right now. The procession was making a corner. Stan rushed to catch up with them, peeling his 
eyes away from the big, colorful sign. A little man was saying “excuse me” and dodging out of 
the way of the polite youths, who gave him a wide berth. “I wish all young people were that 
courteous,” he said conspiratorially to Stan as the two passed. Stan nodded absentmindedly — 


then did a double-take. 


The small fellow was balding, with a nose bordering on the large, skin of a light orange 
hue, and penetrating eyes. He was dressed and groomed in a manner that was neat and clean 
without being fussy, with a light blue shirt. As soon as he really looked, Stan immediately 


recognized him. It was, it had to be, the Tetris legend, Erazzmo. 


“Hey buddy,” said Stan in a strained and transparent effort at nonchalance. “Uhh, ya 
wouldn’t happen to know a guy named Erazzmo, would ya?” He smiled sheepishly — a once-in- 


a-millennium occurrence for Vampiro Stan. 


“Why yes,” the fellow said, “that’s my name, in fact. But you look familiar as well...” 


“Ahhgh!” Exclaimed Stan. “I sinceriously, sincerely, serio--, sannnceriously doubt it. I 
dabbled in Tetris for a couple of years, but was ultimately a complete failure at the art from. But 


you! Good friend, I dread to think I could be approaching the overly personal by bringing this 
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up, dragging forth all those memories. But it’s true. You really are one of the greatest players to 


ever fit the rows of blocks! I’ve gotten so much out of your work over the years.” 


At that moment, a couple of groupies came out of a nearby hotel lobby and gravitated 
towards Erazzmo. One of them pointed at Stan. “Hey, isn’t that that RNG truther guy from a 


few years ago?” 


“That’s behind me. That phase of my life is over forever.” Stans’ tone was adamant. 
His face looked trapped in an excruciating conflict between wanting to murder the speaker and 
wanting to erase oneself from existence, to have never existed. He lowered his gaze, unable to 


look at Erazzmo any longer. 


“Hubert,” said Erazzmo chidingly. “For heavens’ sakes. This good man was simply 


being courteous. There’s no need to browbeat him over events long past.” 


“No,” said Stan. “He’s right to hold my feet to the flame. I can’t erase my past, good 
Tetris master. I did objectionable things. I denied the true randomness of classic Tetris. I even 
spread the conspiracy theory that there’s a secret bit of programming to make multiple 
consecutive S-pieces far more likely to drop than they ever would be if the code were truly 
random. And that was the tip of the iceberg. The most childish, most baseless tinfoil-hat 
nonsense. In promoting things like this, in raising the level of unwarranted community 
skepticism over fair and just gaming systems, I hurt the community. I think about it all the time. 
In my delusion, I said that the makers of the classic version were manipulative. In reality, I was 


only manipulating myself, to try and hide from my lack of talent, my poor playing.” 


Erazzmo peered at the giant hulking mass of muscle who towered sulkily over him. 


“Vampiro Stan, wasn’t it?” 
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Stan looked up. “You remember my name? Amazing. My actions must have really 


bothered you, for that to have stuck with you after all this time.” 


“No, Stan. It’s not the controversy, though I do remember that, certainly. But what has 
made your name, in particular, stick with me, is the memory of what a beautiful game you 


played.” 


“Oh come on, sir. Far be it for me to judge the merit of your words, but it seems like 
you're only trying to help me feel better, and you needn’t. I’m a straightforward man. I went to 


countless tournaments, but in not one significant one was I able to place first.” 


“Yet you got plenty of seconds, if I recall correctly, in some extremely competitive 
tourneys. But that’s not the point. I’m adamant about this, friend — whatever you do, do not 
consider the beauty of a game of Tetris to be an arbitrary factor. I'll tell you right now my secret 
to staying calm under pressure, the thing that has truly allowed me to win so much. When I’m 
entering into a Tetris match, my sole consideration — I mean, to the exclusion of all other factors 
—is to make a beautiful game. Make a beautiful game! Beauty is the heart and soul of Tetris, 
not points, not who wins.” 

Stan put his head down again. “Erazzmo, good Tetris master, I don’t deserve such 


wisdom.” 


“You deserve it, for what it’s worth, and I’d love to chat with you more, one of these 
days. Perhaps we’ll see you at the Southwestern Simultetrises! But now, I’ve got to go, and it 


looks like your friend is waiting for you.” 
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“OH! My group!” Stan looked over and saw San waiting there, a devilish grin on her 
face. “Aha!” she chortled. “Stan, looks like I’m pulling up all the dirt on you! To think that you 


were an RNG truther. Crazy!” 


Stan waved goodbye to Erazzmo. “Anyone else,” he told San, “I would deck them for 


the attitude you’re taking.” 


“Just about anyone else,” said San, “and you’d be able to. But come on, hurry up. We’re 


not far from the clubhouse, and a major feast!” 


At the end of a row of brightly lit neon greasy spoons, there was an abandoned facility, 
looking conspicuously drab and ancient amid the newfangled commercial buzz surrounding it. 
What had its’ original purpose been? It was impossible to tell at-a-glance. There were few lights 
on anywhere, no sign of upkeep. Karleton directed ‘Roy and Dace on the Flight de Ville to the 
back, where they waited at a service entrance. Everyone else filed through a small, unlit side 
door. Soon a sliding garage door was moved up and the carriage was directed down a wide, long 
corridor into the bowels of the place. Here was the clubhouses’ surprisingly professional stable 
facilities. The speedmules were put up for the evening, with plenty of hay and water, and a 
spacious area to stretch out in. Then everyone filed down a dimly lit spiral staircase, almost 
claustrophobic. After stuffy minutes, they stepped out to an underground world completely 


different from the one above. 


The clubhouse was a clean and colorful flurry of youth activity. Word got around fast 
among the youths of Vegizz, many of whom were armed with walkie-talkies at nearly all times. 
Now, vivacious young adults were swarming the spacious modern facilities of the Vegizz Roller 


Skaters. When the procession entered the well-lit main hall, filled with couches, tables and 
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chatting teens sipping refreshments, an exultant squeal went up from the ranks. “THEY’RE 
ALL SO DREEEEEAMY!!” The skaters could barely contain themselves. Those who were 
putting up the few remaining decorations — colorful streamers hanging from the ceiling, loud 
posters announcing the clubs’ allegiance to rock and roll, and other such festoonery — 
immediately stopped what they were doing. Karleton stepped out in front and attempted to 
mitigate the commotion. “Now now, everyone! Destitute has had a long and tiring journey. 


Let’s give them some space, please!” 


“Let me show you to your rooms,” Ciabatta said. They passed through bustling hallways. 
Peering through an open door, Stan spotted the banquet hall. He caught sight of the data jacking 
equipment being set up, with an odd-looking fellow he imagined to be CJ seeming to preside 
over the process. He saw row-upon-row of folding tables in the large, bright space. The festive 


atmosphere was palpable, as was the mouthwatering smell of roasting eggplant and sweet potato. 


“What happens,” asked San, “if there’s a fire in here?” 


“Excellent question,” said Ciabatta. ““We’ve drilled every teen in this clubhouse. There 
are many more exits that the one we came in through. The facilities are well-ventilated, with 
vents communicating with the outside which are kept clear at all times. We’ve had instances 
when the cowardly extremist rollerbladers have attempted to block them or do other mischief 
with the ventilation system. Each time, they were repelled. The sprinkler system is quite 
ingenious, ensuring that most fires can be put out before doing much damage, but we’d never 
rely on fallible gadgets when it comes to safety. Even with such a crowded clubhouse, these kids 


could be outta here in two minutes flat, without so much as a single rude shove.” 


“That’s good to hear,” said San. “With rollerbladers around, you can’t be too careful.” 
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They came to the guest quarters. Capacious? And how. The adjoining rooms had nearly 
every amenity. The large beds were cushy and inviting. Mella pointed to a shape in the corner. 


“Ts that a hot tub? Nice.” 


“Rub a dub dub,” said Ciabatta. “Enjoy the tube. But don’t start it just yet. Pll let you 
get settled, but it probably won’t be long before I’m back here bringing you on out to your 
honorary feast. It should be a real doozie of an evening. Let’s have fun tonight, and after a good 
nights’ sleep, we can talk tomorrow about the serious matters at hand. I have some theories as to 


who might be behind all this. You know of Finnigan, of course, but he’s just the beginning.” 


“T can’t forgive him,” said Jenks. 


“T’m sorry,” said Ciabatta, “for even bringing that fink up tonight.” 


“No,” said Jenks, “don’t apologize, because it seems like every other second, I still feel 
the hurt from the wound his betrayal left. Now he’s corrupting kids? Showing them about 
extreme things like rollerblades, turning them away from wholesome activity. Why hide the 
hurt? A man can’t be unable to express his feelings and still call himself a man. But I know 
you're right. He’s too cowardly to act alone. I just hope that when San takes a look at that damn 


belt, she can figure some more stuff out on who his shitty little buddies might be.” 


“Tl look at it tonight, Jenks,” San said. “I have the darkest of suspicions. Hopefully I 


can look it over while relaxing in that hot tub.” 


“Yeah!” said Mella. Dingus belched. 


Ciabatta took his leave to help finalize late-stage preparations. Dace was already 


sprawled out on the bed he’d laid claim to. ‘Roy was in similarly exhausted prone posture on the 
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bed adjacent. Stan sat on a sofa scanning a libro, with Johnny besides him “looking” at said 
libro in mock concentration. Dingus stood stock-still observing his pale grey form in a mirror, 
deep cold turkey making him seem less like a corpse and more like some sort of alien statue, a 
creature neither fully dead nor fully alive. San and Mella took inventory of the hot tub dials, 
consulting one another to make sure they understood how the thing worked. Jenks disappeared 
into the depths of the bathroom, emerging looking more well-groomed than anyone had a right to 
be after a day of travelling. Dan fiddled with the radio dials, farting and belching a bunch. Bob 


disappeared into his corner, evidently lost in his own musings. 


San went over and sat near Stan on the couch. “So what’s that Tetris stuff you were 
talking about with that guy? What does ‘RNG truther’ mean? I was just bullshitting when I 


acted like I knew already.” 


“Woman,” said Stan, “mind your own damn business.” 


San opened her mouth to retort, then stopped. Dingus had pivoted ninety degrees and 
was looking straight at them with a strange new understanding in his eyes. “In the Tetris 
community, an ‘RNG truther’ is someone who subscribes to the conspiracy theory that the 
random number generation, or ‘RNG’, found in classic Tetris isn’t actually random. Classic 
Tetris is the earliest, most brutal form of the game, without any later modifications that would 
make it more forgiving. This mode is a favorite at tournaments, for obvious reasons — a more 
difficult game allows for more impressive feats from skilled players. The random number 
generation of an electronic game is the mathematical programming system by which it’s able to 
simulate randomness to the point of being effectively ‘random’ for human players, allowing for 
unpredictability and, in a well-designed game like Tetris, consequent excitement. We say that 


classic Tetris is ‘truly random’ because the criteria of the order-of-succession in which different 
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pieces appear is fully determined by RNG. This means that especially bad luck is certain to 
happen. Tetris is a game that rewards risk-taking. When one is in a tournament, when one is 
taking a risk that has panned out countless other times, and one is struck by bad luck at that 
precise instant, it’s human nature to try to blame outside factors, to not accept the truth that the 
loss was a simple combination of foul luck and risk-taking. If one takes no risks, at the top level 
of play, one won’t get far. It can feel like one has been maneuvered into a bad position, as if the 
programmers of the game themselves had somehow planned things this way, and the idea that 


the whole thing is effectively random is just some sort of ruse.” 


“Fascinating,” said San. “But, of course, there would never be any motive to design the 


game that way. What’s in it for the programmers?” 


“Precisely,” Dingus continued. “And what’s more, to the Tetris devout, this kind of 
conspiracy-mongering tarnishes the achievements of the great players by reducing faith in the 
integrity of the games’ system. I don’t believe this, because true achievement doesn’t depend on 
- or even concern itself with - the approval of the uninformed. No mistaken ideas will change 
anything about the game-system itself, or the skill of a truly expert player. Why worry over 


deluded quibbles? But people love to bitch at each other.” 


“Agreed,” said San. “Dingus. What’s up with you?” 


“Nothin’ much, San. I used to be a Tetris player. I was pretty good. But that was a long 
time ago. Life got to me, I had a weak constitution, a sensitive, temperamental disposition. 
There were tragedies in my life, I let things get out of hand. I let the wrong sorts of people get to 
me. Enable me. I made poor choices. I left Tetris behind, smoked too much weed, started to 


combine it with drinking. Then other substances. So many years passed, and I began to lose my 
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brain cells. Became the stupid creature you know today. Even those years ago, when Stan was 
on the scene, I only dimly knew of the controversy. That’s why I didn’t recognize him. But I 
heard the conversation, too, even though I was a bit in the background, in shadow, so you didn’t 
see me. When the great Erazzmo talked about the beauty of the game, about how playing a 
beautiful game was the most, the very most important thing. It came back. All those years came 


back to me.” 


“You are D-Wad,” said Stan. 


“That was my handle, yes,” said Dingus. 


“Oh shit, amigo. What happened? What happened?” 


“Didn’t I just tell you, kid?” 


“You did. You did tell me, D-Wad, but I don’t believe it, amigo. I don’t believe it.” 


“My name is Dingus, God damn it. I haven’t played Tetris in nearly ten years.” 


“T heard about you on the radio when I was little. You took on Erazzmo and nearly won. 
Then they said you had a nervous breakdown and went off to play music, but those tournament 
announcer guys are so lame, they didn’t even say what instrument you had picked up. But I 


grew up with stories about you, man. I grew up with that shit.” 


“Tt’s the beauty, Stan. Never forget. It’s about playing a beautiful game. Not just 
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winnin’.” And with that, Dingus pivoted back to the mirror and continued to stare. 


The dining hall was a madhouse. 
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It was packed to the brim and almost unbearably noisy, swarming with yelling rock and 
roll fans, many of whom refused to remove their roller skates even for an instant. ““We don’t 
need no stinkin’ bladers in here!” was a frequently-shouted refrain. Mounds of avocado, tofu, 
edamame, sweet potato, eggplant, kale, spinach sautéed with ginger and garlic, spring salad, 
roast carrots, hummus and baba ghanoush with various dipping-vegetables, white beans, piping- 
hot tabbouleh and much more, were passed around and consumed gluttonously, with no regard 
for table manners or any sort of decorum. Ciabatta, Karleton and the other senior roller skaters 
hardly had time to enjoy themselves, so busily were they occupied with trying to keep their 


guests at the head of the regal main table from being mobbed. 


Behind the guests, DJ CJ and his Mac Diggitydafs were busily at work putting the 
finishing touches on their setup. Showing only limited interest in eating, CJ became a snarling 
beast whenever he caught wind of the remote possibility that any foodstuffs might be getting 
near the gear. He was a tall, angular fellow, with a bald head and wispy purple nose hairs that he 
had formed into small ponytails, tied up with two tiny golden scrunchies, and a tiny bright 
yellow goatee. His mouth was big and wide, lips thin and purple. Relatively small, round eyes 
peered from large ocular regions on his face. His shirt was more like a sort of deep-blue robe, 
with tiny hot-pink hotpants offering a sharp, though rarely visible, contrast. The first impression 
was of one wearing no pants at all. His voice was thin, slightly gravelly, and galvanized as he 
gave the final commands and checked up to ensure that the finishing touches would go off 
without a hitch. This was clearly a moment of some importance to him. He was a young person 
galvanized by a dream, a dream he would make audible, a dream he would blanket the world in. 


It was a dream of data. 
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Stan scarfed a few jalapenos, an avocado, a fig. He wasn’t enormously hungry. He got 
up and walked back, observing the gear. He looked closely. There were several holoputers, their 
outputs shining systems of archaic characters and algorithms the likes of which he couldn’t 
fathom in several lifetimes of attentive study. There were boxy, grandiose doodads nestled in 
baroque circuitry, mostly seemingly designed to amplify sound. Giant funnels stuck out of the 
setup at all angles, loudspeakers of the impending future. The air smelled of burnt zinc and 


cheap cigarillos, chewing gum and bargain bin cologne. It smelled of audacity. 


CJ looked at Stan, motioned to his equipment. “This is my setup. Are you Vampiro 


Stan?” 


“That’s the name. You must be the datajacker.” 


CJ nodded. Glancing over his gear one final time, he nonchalantly flipped a switch. 
Sound came out. And Stan found that he was moved by that sound, whatever it was, whatever it 
described, he couldn’t tell — yet he was moved, moved by the music. Compelled. He felt that 


the music was speaking to him, and that he must respond. 


CJ grinned at Stan. “Rhapsodize with me, fellow.” 


And Stan began to rhapsodize. 


Hey, we’re gonna strangle every cop on the block 


When you roll with Destitute it’s just action non stop 


Satisfaction non stop, come at us and you get shocked 


With this unbreakable rhythm it’s musique non stop 
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Me, Stan, San Dingus Mella Jenks and Dace 


Throwing maces to your faces with a furious pace 


DJ CJ and these Dafs are gonna give you a taste 


Of this devastating treble and this boomin’ bass 


This is historic. I know you can’t handle this 


If you tap into my mind it’s gonna make you piss 


Not just eviscerating bodies with the flick of a wrist 


We can eviscerate your mind or make you freak out in bliss 


Just carnage non stop, coming at them ‘till they drop 


Line those cops up like those fops and watch their heads go plop 


Watch their bodies turn to slop, break them open with one knock 


Hunting lawmen is in season and I got it down lock 


Suck this cock, we got no patience left, no more time for daydreams 


We take the wool over your eyes and rip it up seam by seam 


Things are not as they seem, too many mother fucking schemes 


I'll pound these words into your head until you know what I mean 


Hyperactive hyper voltage lose control of your soul 


Insane brain drain shitstain pain until you know like I know 
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Fuck them people, got their answer but they can’t take “No” 


Now we’ve gotta bring it to them that they reap what they sow 


I’m a Mexican Jew motherfucker heritage you can’t believe 


Breathe relief ’'m gonna show you wisdom-knowledge that you need 


Now you got reprieve, dancing Tetris squares by the gajillions 


Now we’re gonna rock the houses in their billions and billions 


Forever history making name taking mother fucking hard core 


Amazing meaning seeing the sun sign no longer blind 


This is what a mind is for 


Never abuse the gift, intelligence of the ancients 


Pounding down on phony lackey finks with their shit stain scents 


Amazing gazing on the magic what the prophesies had meant 


Open doors increase explore release the reason we were sent 


Explode! Truck load of motherfucking whoop ass on your noggin-head 


Seeing visions, inhibitions joggin’ round and making you feel dead 


Slap your face, save you with grace, get your ass outta bed 


Shed the dread with legs like lead and come join up with us instead 


We keep a’rockin’ and a’rollin’ all across this fair city 


855 


Baby baby get on down now with the true nitty-gritty 


Just keep laughing at those chumps, bumps make ‘em fall down like spaghetti 


Don’t you wish that I’m pretty? 


“And that’s a rap,” Stan declared victoriously, folding his mighty arms smugly over his chest. 


The pandemonium in the dining hall was indescribable. 


It was like a jail break where every prisoner had injected near-lethal amounts of cocaine 
into their bunghole. It was like a tornado of cats with megaphones attacking screeching sports 
coaches. It was a hurricane of hysteria, an earthquake of euphoria, a volcanic eruption of 
galvanic conniption, a magma spray melee, a hyena hoedown, a judgement day juke joint, a 
slapping shit sundae of Satanic Sunday shenanigans, a fevered feasting frenzy of frenetic free- 
for-all fast forming fuckloads of fun fucking hyperforce hypervelocity hyperquick rapidfire 
freaked out freakout flamethrowing funk. It was madness. It was chaos, crazy, monstrosity 
incarnate in the form of writhing teenagers about to wet themselves in a contorting hype train 
hyperconscious high octane high voltage hootenanny. More than a hootenanny. It was a 


hootenannyhootenannyhootenanny. 


Food flew. The Mac Diggitydafs desperately maneuvered themselves in a mad attempt to 
block all flying contaminants from the valuable circuitry of their brilliant machines. Oblivious, 
in an ecstasy of sound, DJ CJ continuously scratched his odd wax sound discs, creating an 
atmosphere among the teens that San was concerned might, judging by appearances, lead to 


some unwanted pregnancies. Jenks leaned toward her. 
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“This environment,” he said into San’s ear, cupping his hands so-as to be audible without 


screaming. “This is almost identical to the stories told of the birth of jazz.” 


San nodded. She cupped her hand and spoke into Jenks’ ear — “You ready to head back 


to the room?” 


Jenks nodded emphatically. 


15. It’s a Great Place to Bring up a Family 


Bat Dan cocked an eyebrow. “Should you be doing that while you’re in the hot tub?” 


“Silence, fool.” San was deep in study, holding the utility belt well above the bubbling 
water and scrutinizing it keenly. Mella sat dozing on the other end, mouth open, drooling, 
occasionally emitting soft snoring noises. “This is of vital importance. All is not as it seems. 
Everything about this belt, its’ aural profile, the deductions I can form of its’ history — I don’t 


like any of it. This is Bad News City.” 


She felt along the edges of a compartment, one that to all appearances was no different 
from a similar compartment on the other two belts the team had acquired. “The devil you say...” 
she muttered, then began mumbling inaudible incantations. She sniffed the belt. She tapped the 
compartment. She stared closely at it with one laser-focused eye. At last, she opened her mouth 
and chomped down on the compartment. At first, it was solid metal. Then it came apart as if it 


were tinfoil. 


The inside was hollow, except for one small item. It was the shape of a perfect crystal. It 


was a chalky white, having none of the appearance of a valuable gem. Yet, for all its’ 
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chalkiness, it housed a very slight luminousity within its’ core. It took in the light in a subtle, 
odd manner. There was something about this small, unassuming gewgaw that, when observed 


long enough, could rub one the wrong way. 


San placed the belt and the bits of warped metal to the side. Holding the small white 
object between her thumb and forefinger, she turned it all around, carefully examining it from all 
sides. Her movements were totally precise, calm and collected. The ominous clouds gathering 


over her already stern countenance told a different story. 


“Hey Dan,” she said. “You hate Ciabatta.” 


“Whuhh?” said the perplexed Manbat. “I dunno about that. I mean, he does get on my 
nerves sometimes. What with the awful smell, the ceaseless chattering, “yadda yadda yadda I’m 
so cool I hang out with people a fraction my age and nobody else’ like that isn’t even a little bit 


creepy, sure. But just because you say I hate someone doesn’t mean I do. I mean c’mon.” 


“You love Ciabatta.” 


“The guy’s a class act. Come on now, San, who doesn’t love the savior of this towns’ 


youth? Don’t be ridiculous.” 


“You hate Ciabatta.” 


“He’s a bit of a coward. A yellow belly. A mamas’ boy. A chowderhead, sure, a 


dunderhead.” 


“You love Ciabatta.” 


““’,.An honor to know such aman. Principles. Integrity. Clean Living. More than I can 


ever say.” 
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“See?” 


“San, are you feeling okay? Maybe you better go lie down.” 


Almost too deftly to notice, San ground the white object up between her fingers, 


carelessly sprinkling the thin layer of white dust it left onto the bubbling hot tub surface. 


“How do you feel now?” 


“T just have a headache from the days’ activities. I better get a good nights’ rest, I’m sure 


everybody else feels the same.” 


“What do you think of Ciabatta?” 


“Him? Oh, he has his flaws, but he’s still one of my best pals.” 


“See?” 


“Hmmmm? I feel funny. Gonna go lie down — wait. What? Where am I? What are we 


doing? Oh shit...” Dan staggered slightly, leaning himself against a nearby easy chair. 


“T just freed you from telepathic influence, dummy. Whoever was channeling their 
powers of suggestion through that psychoprism, really knew their business. I have a feeling that 
getting to the bottom of their shenanigans will also help in getting to the bottom of the 


rollerblader crisis. Get some sleep. Tomorrow, we’ve got work to do.” 


In the hour before night turns to morning, Stan finally got to bed. In his dream, he saw the 


demigods again. 
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The flab was gone. Their features had returned to their former glory. Yet the outlines 
were cold, insubstantial. Distant. He saw them in an abstract black space, a place that felt less 
like the depths of dream, more like a region simply too lazy to develop any of its’ own features. 


Stan felt it was a region suited only for has-beens. 


“T thought you were done,” said Stan, scowling. 


“We are never truly done,” they said in unison. 


“You’re done,” said Stan. “Finito. We beat your dumb asses and you’re in a sax now. 


So get on outta here.” 


“Stan,” the demigods said in unison, ignoring his commands. “Tetris is a risk-reward 
game. Do you understand that the reason it seems so much like there’s a force at work in the 
system, making you mess up at crucial times, is that there is? That that force is you? That by 


chasing last-moment daredevil success, you’re setting yourself up for last-moment failure.?” 


Stan was silent for a moment. 


“This is the only purpose,” the demisgods said, “for which we interrupted our sleep. We 
thought you might need to be reminded of it. We’ll leave you for good, so don’t worry. But 


remember. The force in the system which attacks you, is yourselves. Always remember this.” 


The demigods became incredibly, painfully grey. And they faded. 


In dreaming, Stans’ spirit found itself lurking the pre-dawn streets of Vegizz. The tired buzz was 
excruciating. Something was screaming, screeching and wailing against the horrid coming of the 


cold hard light of day, begging for the continued cover of night. Stan felt profound sympathy 
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with whatever it was. Yet he didn’t join in on the sentiment. There was valuable work to be 
done in the day, work which he would not have put off. But his spirit lurked, and found 
temporary solace in the briefly quiet streets, the tired, sad spirits of flabby revelers wandering 
like hungry ghosts. In Neooiseaux, there was a great deal of pitiable sadness within the revelry. 


The Vegizz revelry was almost nothing-but. 


Stans’ spirit saw the dark surfaces of Vegizz. He saw the twinkling, vacuous lights. And 
he saw the empty spaces. He saw the empty expanses. Canyons of space and time. Chasms of 
cold pavement. Massive realms of shadowy empty space, where flaccid souls dragged 
themselves along like tiny specks of rapidly fading luminescence. The weak, he had called them, 
on many occasions. Now he only saw them as souls. As fading pieces of brilliance, dragged 


down. Oh, would this endless struggle ever seem bearable? 


Stan saw them getting in the way of themselves, tripping up themselves - their own vilest, 
cruelest critics. He saw their warm dreams. So simple, so warm, so impossible. Weak and 
tender as babes, sheep masquerading as wolves, innocence masquerading as experience, lambs to 
the slaughter dreaming dreams of warmth and romance that lacked all perspective, dreams 
impossible for reality to live up to, dreams without judgement. Such warmth, restrained, 
disguised, hidden, softness creating the need to hide softness, and the consequent personas. They 
dreamed fast and hot and greasy, and they fell. Oh, they fell. Falling into the chasms, into the 
shadows, into the darkness. These were the shadows that swallowed up the weak. This was the 


darkness that destroyed those who Stan called “the unworthy”. 


Was this the Darkness he revered? He tried to tell himself it was different. No. He 
couldn’t pretend. “Survival of the fittest” had always been his favorite of the traditional slogans. 


These ones weren’t fit. But the Darkness wasn’t helping them grow. That’s what Stan had to 
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accept, what he had the most difficulty with. The Darkness was a part of life, vital, essential. 
But to these gambling souls, these weak souls with warm, soft, greasy cores, the Darkness was 
just something that consumed them. It was not remotely the same, to be sure, as the weaknesses 


that drove them to self-destructive vice. But it offered no solution, no reprieve. 


Stan saw the chasms of shadowy pavement, the looming abysses of time and space. He 
saw the shadow places, giant, cosmic, vacant. He saw the dark surfaces. Landscape that 
consumed souls, without leaving a trace. Dying embers, miniscule within their surroundings, 


fading into the vast monotonous stretches of shadowy surface, disappearing without a trace. 


Without a trace. 


His spirit slided and glided, slid and glid past the bounds of the corporeal city. It entered a no- 
mans-land that escaped from the daylight. The emptiness, the shadowiness, of those big empty 
realms was now almost too much. It slid on, looking for something to break the monotony, some 
place that would provide an anchoring point in the vast unmooring stretches. Sitting upon the 


dream-horizon, it spotted a great grey conglomeration of piles. It rapidly approached. 


It wasn’t too long in reaching the hills of bones, the detritus of the activities of 
innumerable human and semi-human lives, lives now long forgot. Pile upon pile reached up to 
the strange eternal dream-twilit sky, silent, chill, forlorn, but perhaps not as mournful as one 
might expect. For it was not so silent around here as it first appeared. Stan perceived that the 
bones spoke, they whispered eternal monologues, never quite communicating with each other, 
yet raising their psychically whispered tales in a group effort that made for one strange whole 


symphony of many strange individual instruments. In one sense the psychic blatherings made 
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Stan feel that he was going mad, mad at last. In another, he felt that he was, for the very first 


time, becoming slightly sane. 


Could the bones in the sewers of Neooiseaux have been equally loquacious, to one with 
the proper perceptive faculties? If so, they would surely have dreadful tales to tell. What did 
these bones, presumably primarily attuned to the dream frequency of Vegizz, tell? Despite his 
best judgement, Stan couldn’t help but listen. His heart of Darkness couldn’t pass up such a 
macabre opportunity. He honed in on a femur. It was a fairly pedestrian voice, a piece of a 
portly old woman who had been fond of the slot machines. In its’ sundered spectral existence, 
The schizophrenic fragment was yammering excitedly about its’ many wins at the “one-armed 
bandit”. Within the monotonous drone, there was one takeaway to be had, one thing worth 
noting. These so-called “victories,” Stan clearly saw, were not any kind of true reprieve from the 
life of failure and defeat which surrounded them. Even to the soul experiencing them, even 
within that warped and delusional conscious, hardly less confused in life than it was now as a 
blabbering fragment of bone, those bursts of pleasure were ultimately the cement that held the 


whole of Failure together. 


In victory, the old bone had failed most of all. 


And a slavering creature hopped into view. 


From around a great bone pile it bounded into view, gleefully crunching a million bones 
at once in its’ massive, bony maw. Stans’ spirit stepped back and got geared for incorporeal 
scuffling, but the big, rangy creature simply sat on its’ haunches and observed him. It was 
canine, bony all over, but possessed of a redly glowing vitality that belied its’ supernatural 


qualities. Its’ great cavernous eyes glowed a sharp red, the rest of its’ form possessing a ruddy 
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umber hue. The one distinctly organic feature of the heinous beast was its’ giant red canine 


tongue, eternally wagging, seemingly poised to lap up more bones at a moments’ notice. 


“Well well well,” the creature whispered ethereally. “What have we here? Greetings, 
boy. Welcome to my little collection. More like a great heaping garden, really. They call 
me the Boneyard Dawg. I trust you can figure out for yourself as-to-why.” The creature 
made good on the implicit threat of its’ aura, lapping up a skull and crunching it as a morsel. “I 
always hunger for bones, you see, and the stories bones tell. Call it my sustenance. But 


what brings you to these parts? A creature of darkness, like myself, I’ll wager.” 


“Forgive my intrusion, good Darkbeast,” said the spirit of Stan. “I was idly dreaming and 


came upon your realm. | didn’t realize it was inhabited.” 


“My boy, don’t you know there’s nothing to apologize for? Curiosity killed the cat, 
maybe, but this is no place for cats. I’m happy for a visitor who can appreciate the finer 
things. Do you know that I have all kinds of bones? Not just gamblers. There are bones 
here that go way, way back. Some of these bones were used, without permission, by arcane 
scholars not even of their lineage — I shudder to think of such a horrid crime. I helped the 
poor bones exact their revenge with diabolical curses, before I snapped them up for my 
own delectation. Some go so far, far back, their dialects would be incomprehensible to you. 


I have made some amazing discoveries, if I may toot my own horn. 


“Long ago, this land was covered with hobos. Lumpenproletariat, as they’re 
sometimes called. The dregs of a society which was itself only ever the dregs of a dream 
long forgotten. Time moves, and those who hail and herald the fall of the old order, may 


live to see their supposedly ‘new’ order felled as thoroughly. But in truth, dear boy, there 
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is no motion, as living creatures perceive it. It is known to the most powerful scholars, in 
whatever disciplines penetrate deepest, that time is merely a ‘dimension,’ and that the 
supposed ‘succession of events’ is only a product of weakness on the part of consciousness 
to grasp the full picture, to stretch its’ perceptive reach farther into the directional fog of 
the Chronosium. Yet a ‘sense of time’ is the very thing that defines sentient existence. You 
can see where this is going, of course — sentient existence is nothing but a sort of dream, an 
inherently warped perception of the true reality. Hence why more powerful dreamers like 
yourself may gather intelligence from beyond sleep — at that point, the information is not 


any more compromised than that which is ascertained by the waking mind. 


“And in step the hobos. Across these desolate lands, they trod, slept, wandered, shat 
and breathed their heavy, putrid breathes, winds of foul fragrance that told all one needed 
to know of generations. Those creatures dreamt. In filthy flophouses, they dreamt. In 
rancid tents beneath overpasses, they dreamt. Lying in mud by the river, passed out on 
horrible substances that ate at their very veins, with minnows swimming around them and 
nipping at their yellowing flesh, they dreamt, and their dreams turned to murky clouds 
which loomed ominous and stinking over the cities of those wild and hungry generations, 
cities like great crazy-eyed bugs ready to bite in half as many men, women and children as 


their mandibles could stay sharp for.” 


The gaunt canine chuckled darkly. “And they dreamt, my modern day boy, they 
dreamt. Dreams vivid and pungent and powerful as few others have ever felt.” The 
creatures’ eye sockets became rugose with wrinkles, as it was gripped by an archaic mirth, a 
sardonic reverie descending on it. “Ahhh, what times, what times. Forgive me if I wax 


nostalgic, for the days when forgotten bones were plentiful as blades of grass in a southerly 
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summertime. Those days, I was fat, if you can believe it, despite myself. But this is not 
about me. No, I merely wanted to share with you one thing. I wanted to share the 
importance of those dreams, wild delusional fantasy nightmare spinnings of the mind webs 
of diseased and neglected hobos, as they squatted in crazed and chaotic torpor across every 
corner of this mighty and desolate land, this United States of Bones. And they sent their 
dreams out. Oh yes. And the very dirt of the ground is pungent with those dreams. Five, 
six, seven, eight hundred years on and more, the ground is still pungent. And let me say 
this to you, my dark Tom Sawyer. Those hobos were instrumental to their age. They were 
what defined it. And now, their dreams are coming up again, and they’re defining this age 
as well. Their paranoia has had its’ preordained resurgence. But nothing can last forever. 
Everything fades. And after this last hurrah, it’s over. And the hobo dreams will be no 


more, to rest in the void beyond eternity, until the cycle begins anew. 


“In the meantime, those lingering ghosts, like dreams, are no less relevant than the 
reality of your waking days. Explains a lot, doesn’t it?” Moving its’ great jaw in uncouth 


rapid jolliness, the hound chuckled and capered, capered and chuckled. 


Stans’ spirit made to thank the creature for its’ insights, and its’ time. But the dreaming 
world was being stripped away, too fast. He had collapsed on a sofa as soon as he had entered 
the room. Now, with barely four hours of sleep behind him, he was being awakened by noises, 


the chattering, not of bones, but of the unwelcome, grating voices of the waking world... 
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““..got to be some better way, San.” Bat Dans’ tone was tinged with peevishness and high 
dander, yet he was maintaining composure. The pair were seated at the coffee table, half-eaten 


Danishes cooling beside empty hot-drink mugs. The clock on the wall read six-fifteen. 


“Listen, dearie,” said San, “This is obnoxious for me too. But it’s the only way. The info 
we need is in there, but I’ve gotta link directly with your mind to get it. It’ll all be over before ya 


know it. Trust me. I’m a professional.” 


“T know that, I just think you could be a lot more creative in how we’re approaching this. 


Come on, maaaan.” 


San got up, began circling around a Bat Dan whose watery bat eyes were now twinkling 
with quiet despair. “Dan, when we’re done here, I am treating you to dinner at the next 


opportunity. Now just relax and let’s get this over with, for the both of us.” 


Dan got up. “Come on, this is soooo lame, oh man oh man-“ 


But complaint was pointless. San was upon him, climbing onto his furry back, her long, 
lean, mighty fingers wrapped around his shoulders. His wings ruffled nervously as the 
musclewitchs’ mouth opened wide, wider, showing her expert Wiccan bodily control. Then, 
with great healthy chompers whose only giveaway of her age was in how spaced-apart they were 


in spots, she chomped down on the furry cranium — and staid chomped down. 


“Oh, Stan. You’re up.” 


The scene which Stan was confronted with was more heinous than anything in his 
dreams. The heads of San and Dan had turned in unison towards him. The eyes of both 


possessed that same disconcerting musclewitch twinkle. It was Dans’ mouth that opened. But 
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from those wrinkly, world-weary bat lips, used to issuing only the gravelliest of proclamations, 
Sans’ voice now emerged, perfectly replicated in every particular. Even Stan had to shrink back 


for a moment. 


“Pretty weird, innit? Hearing my voice from ol’ Dans’ mouth.” There was something 
almost arachnid about the four cunning eyes. “Well, there’s a raisin de etter. I need to really 
connect with his brain, physically almost, to get at the info of where the finks are who were 
manipulating him psychically, through that dirty little crystal in the spy’s belt. The signal is 
damn hard to trace. I wish we coulda done it sooner, but he needed to be well-rested to bear up 


under the strain.” 


Dace opened the door connecting the lounging space to the main bedchamber. “San, 


what’s with all the noise so- OH DEAR GOD.” 


The San-Dan hybrid turned. “Oh hey Dace, just talkin’ to Stan.” 


“AAUUUGH! WHAT’S GOING ON IN HERE?” 


“Get everybody gathered together. There’s pastries in the common space. We’re all 


going for a little morning walk...” 


Dan rambled forward like a zombie, lurching about at speed, arms extended, San perched on his 
back, her teeth as deep in his head as ever. His arms were grasping at an invisible thread. And 
he followed it. He followed that thread, through the tacky streets assaulted by morning light, 
walking who-knew-where with a strange purpose. The whole gang followed behind. Ciabatta 


had told the grateful Karleton to remain and rest. There might be nothing to this little hike, but 
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the last thing he wanted was to put any teens in danger. Bob had insisted on going, and was fast 
installing himself as one of the group. They hiked through the streets, all ten of them, San, Stan, 
Dan, Dace, Dingus, Mella, Ciabatta, ‘Roy, Bob and Jenks, chewing on the remains of rapidly- 
cooling Danishes, rubbing sleep from their eyes with glazed fingers. The Vegizz morning was a 
good time to get around unmolested by traffic. There was very little business which got 
Vegizzers up in the morning, and few roamed the streets. Dingus was grey, but hardly much 
greyer than usual. Morning, noon or the dead of night, it was all much the same to him. Cold 


turkey allowed for no true rest, regardless. 


They strolled, sometimes making hushed comments to one another, their voices low for 
no other reason than the natural inclination of the time of day. “I hope this leads us to 
something,” Jenks said to Mella. “As long as those blader scum are rolling around, no teen is 


safe.” Mella nodded seriously. 


“Let’s approach the sitch’ with caution,” advised Ciabatta. “After all, most of the bladers 
were recently just kids, too. Something went wrong, and we don’t yet know what. I’m 


convinced that deep down, they’re not bad kids.” 


“T know that, Ciab.” Jenks looked deeply worried. “No kid starts out as a bad kid. I 


honestly never expected rollerblading to happen in Vegizz.” 


“Can someone explain to me,” said Bob, “what’s so bad about rollerblading? I mean, 
youre basically almost rollerskating, the wheel configuration is just a little different. Is that 


right? I don’t see how that would affect your moral fiber.” 


“Bob,” Jenks chuckled, “it’s okay. As a demon, we don’t expect you to understand all 


these issues regarding human morality. The physical rollerblades themselves aren’t so much the 
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issue. It’s the mentality they manifest. Some credos are just so radical, so extreme, that those 


who adhere to them can only be intent on shredding up the very fabric of safety and sanity.” 


“T’m just gonna leave this to you humans,” said Bob. 


“Have you heard of the skate board culture?” asked Dace. “Apparently some people in 
California went to the beach and saw the surf board riders, coming in on the waves astride their 
wooden planks, and decided they would combine that with a roller skate to ‘surf on dry land.’ 


They attach wheels to a plank, and kick themselves along! It’s quite a sight, apparently.” 


“Oh!” Ciabatta laughed. “What a lark! The things you touring musicians learn about in 
your travels. I can’t imagine such an oddball pastime ever fully catching on, but if it can keep 


kids from getting into blading, I’m all for it.” 


The posse was fast leaving behind the slot parlors and dingy brothels, the vape shops and 
seedy diners — or rather, such establishments were less frequent, since one never truly leaves 
them behind while within the Vegizz city limits. The transition to a more residential landscape 
might have been soothing, if not for the eerie specter of the city walls in the distance. The 
conversations died down. An air of expectation followed the group. Bat Dans’ steps were now 
more deliberate than ever. His pace picked up, untiring, seemingly not slowed in the slightest by 
the weight of his grotesque Wiccan burden. The group followed him apace. Dust blew in lazy 


swirls on the street. This part of town was quiet. Almost too quiet. 


At last, the Manbat-automaton stopped and pointed, decisiveness radiating from his long 
claw-like fingertip. No sooner had he done so, than San carefully dislodged her teeth and 


hopped off his back. Both breathed a sigh of relief, though Dans’ was loudest. 
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The group stared. The location Dan/San had brought them to was regular - and yet, 
somehow, not quite as regular as was normal. There was an off something about this residence, 
a something that insisted to the point of bossiness that it wasn’t there, that nothing was off. And 
yet it was, somehow, subtly. And it downplayed. It downplayed, but it couldn’t totally deflect. 


It was there. It was off. 


It was something. But what? 


The house was two stories. The front was almost normal-looking. The portico was 
nothing too creative, with two perfectly square, plain, white columns on either side. The unusual 
thing was how unnecessarily far up they seemed to extend before reaching the relatively tiny 
portico gable. Bad architecture was fairly commonplace in Vegizz. In the residential districts, it 
was usually bad in a cheap and frumpy way. Here, there was something more to the badness, 
something almost outlandish. The dumpy square columns seemed almost comically long for the 
house, the portico gable almost comically small and high up. And then it dawned on one, and 
seemed totally obvious, beyond obvious, necessary. This house was almost ridiculously thin for 
a two-story home. At one floor only, it might have been called a “shotgun” and been considered 
narrow as it was. The addition of height increased the impression of narrowness greatly. Lastly, 
one realized that, like so many other houses one had seen in ones’ lifetime, this one was made of 


wood. No other building in the area was made of wood. 


A man stepped out of the front door. 
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“Mornin’,” the fellow said, waving cordially to the throng of freaks that was staring at his 
house. He looked middle-aged, and was dressed for work. His eyes lit up with sudden 


recognition. “Hey — are you San Wortle?” 
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San nodded. “That’s the name. How goes it, good man?” 


“Doing fine, doing fine. I happened to have front row seats, what was it, about a year and 
a half ago, when you fought Tuff Rex at the Vegizzdome. Phenomenal fight.” He casually 


approached the group. 


“Tuff Rex is a great friend. What a wrestler. Say, I’ve been speculating on property in 


the area, and your house just caught my eye. How long have you lived here?” 


“Oh, it’s not for sale right now, I’m afraid. Name’s Flynnton. You’ll have to forgive me, 
I’m just on my way to work or I’d invite you all in. I do slot and vending machine maintenance. 
Been working in Vegizz for close on ten years now. Me and the wife and kid have only been in 
this exact building for a little under a year. We had been renting while we looked for a more 
permanent family nest, and this was a Godsend. A real beauty of a house. Traditional. Good 


standard make.” 


“T don’t know about ‘standard,’ amigo,” Stan chimed in. “Place looks kinda narrow to 


me.” As if on cue, everyone in the group looked up at the little portico gable far above. 


Flynnton narrowed his eyes at Stan. “Listen, pal. There’s nothing unusual about this 


house. What’s wrong with being space-efficient?” 


“Oh, nothing,” Stan said, waving his hands around in a gesture of searching-for-the- 


proper-wording. “Only, how does the staircase do? It must be kinda cramped.” 


“Yeah,” said Dace. “The place is about the width of a normal staircase. I can just 
imagine going in there and it’s nothing but a staircase!” There was small, nervous laughter from 


within the group. 
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Flynnton was fast losing his composure. “Now listen here, God damn it. You people 
come out of nowhere, you stare at my house, I’m perfectly polite and even humoring towards 
you, and you make snide remarks. This house is lovely and normal. Okay? There are no 


problems. And I don’t have to explain myself on the matter. Now if you’ll excuse me-“ 


“Show us the staircase,” said Stan. 


“WHAT?” 


“If the house is so beautiful and normal and all, then show us the staircase.” 


“Why do you want to see my staircase?” 


“Why don’t you want to show it? It’ll only take a minute.” 


“T have to get going.” 


“To do maintenance on slot and vending machines? What’s the hurry? They aint going 


anywhere.” 


“Tt’s a beautiful staircase. A normal staircase. There’s really nothing to show.” 


“Okay.” 


“Okay.” 


“So show us the beautiful, normal staircase, and that settles it. No more questions.” 


There was a long, uncomfortable silence. 


“The staircase,” Flynnton said, “is utterly normal. I don’t know what’s wrong with you 


people.” 
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“Hey,” said Dace, pointing to Stan, “he’s the one making a big deal about it.” 


“Tt’s a fine staircase,” Flynnton continued, oblivious, “and a fine house. I’m happy to 
show it to you. And then we’ll have no more of this nonsense. Come on in. Come on.” He 
opened the front door he’d so recently shut, ushered to the group, then took the lead in guiding 


them through the small, narrow house. 


They went through a sort of foyer/living room, straight into the kitchen, where Flynntons’ 
wife was sitting reading a periodical. She waved to the group, showing no curiosity over the 
strange cavalcade that marched through her living space. Through the kitchen was a master 
bedroom, with a cot in one corner. Then was a sort of tool and gardening room, which led right 


out into the dust-covered back yard. 


“Well, there you go,” said Flynnton. “A model home.” 


“How do you get to the second floor?” asked Stan. The rest of the group simply stared 


ahead, not making eye contact with anyone. 


“The second floor?” Flynnton seemed puzzled. 


“You said there were stairs.” 


“The second floor.” Flynnton repeated the words, and now there was a flat weight to 
them. “Stairs.” Flynnton said this, and a look of despair crept into his voice. Before anyone 
knew it, tears were coming from the mans’ eyes. “There are no stairs,” he said forlornly. And 
then, he began to bawl uncontrollably, to cry like a baby in front of the entire group, all his well- 


preserved dignity stripped aside. 


“There were never any stairs.” 
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And the visions came to Stan. 


The little family was bursting with energy. “It looks perfect, honey,” Frannton enthused. 
“Oh, we’ve finally got a forever home!” Little Billy dashed through the door with his pack. 
Flynnton leaned against a portico pillar for a moment, trying to take it all in. It had been a rough 
time, cramped in little apartments with the three of them. Now he had finally found a place they 


could afford. The family could breathe freely again. 


They followed behind Billy. Frannton admired every surface, every nook and cranny. 
Billy had disappeared upstairs. Flynnton sat at the kitchen table, soaking things in. As he began 


to really and truly zone out, Frannton sat down across from him. 


“Honey,” she said. “Where’s the stairs?” 


“Oh,” he said. “There are no stairs. Did you see the rope ladder?” 


“T did. Are we expected to climb that thing every time we want to go upstairs? How will 
we carry anything up there? Honey, we won’t be able to fit any furniture through that small 


hatch. Billy only just fit with his pack on his back. Why didn’t you tell me about this earlier?” 


“T didn’t know about it.” 


“What?” 


“T didn’t see the inside of the house until today.” 


“You bought this property. But you didn’t even know what it looked like on the inside.” 
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“Okay. I think we are really gonna all gain some arm and upper body strength. This is 


an exciting opportunity to get stronger together. Physical fitness, Frann!” 


“Honey.” 


“Oh don’t look at me like that. You know how hard I worked to get us a place.” 


“And yet you couldn’t even be bothered to take a single quick look at the interior? I’ve 
never heard of such a thing, Flynnie. We’re going to have access to a totally unfurnished upper 
story that we’re never going to want to go up to. Well I’m not sleeping up there. What if I fell 
off that thing late at night when I had to go to the toilet? What about bedside tea? Can you 


imagine taking a teacup up that thing?” 


“With the proper reflexes, yes. It’s a perfectly handsome rope-ladder-and-hatch setup. If 
you don’t want to strengthen your upper body, that’s fine. We’ll have the Master Bedroom down 


here and Billy can have all of upstairs as his personal space. He’ll love that.” 


“T would like to let him have some furniture, Flynnie.” 


Flynnton sighed. Frannton sighed. There was a long silence. It was That Kind Of 
Silence. At last, Flynnton said, “I know. But this is what we’ve got. It’s what we can afford, 
between your teaching and my maintenance work and the prices around here. So let’s just make 


the best of what we’ve got.” 


“T know, honey.” Frannton touched her hand to the top of Flynntons’. “I’m sorry to 


snap. It’s unconventional. But we’re gonna make it work. We always know how.” 
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And at some point, the rope ladder and hatch had disappeared. And nobody had asked questions, 
and nobody had noticed. At least, not noticed overly much. It had disappeared, and with it, any 
way to access the upper floor. What had been up there? Who remembered? Who knew? It was 
not spoken of, not out of any unspoken-yet-understood restriction on the subject, but simply as a 


matter of course. Second floor? What about it? 


And life moved on. 


But things were not quite normal in the house. They were not quite normal at all. 


Stan followed the threads of the mindways. In a strange world of twilight mists, he 
followed those huge, glistening threads, as they wound through deep and secret passages in the 
fog. In that archaic mindspace, in those farflung dark crevices, he felt the mental presence of 
San gliding directly behind him, like two mining carts which turn from separate corridors onto 


the same rail, with the same destination. 


“Good work, dearie!” San mentally cried into Stans’ head above the strange, booming, 
bubbling psychic roar of these obscure depths. It was like the dreamrealm equivalent of floating 
between tree roots that extended underwater in a flowing stream. “You found the path too. 
You're a natural at this stuff. Just hang loose and follow me from here. I have a bead on exactly 


where we’re needing to go.” Easily and smoothly, she pulled ahead. 


Stan happily obliged, freeing his mind of the confusion of navigating this chaotic psychic 
underworld, focusing only on following behind the sliding and gliding essence of Sans’ spirit, as 
they threaded their way to yet darker, yet more obscure realms, out of the way of anybody. 


Down to rusty mental places where nobody ever went, not in thousands and tens of thousands of 
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years, sometimes never — yet they existed, in the universe of the mind. And further down they 


threaded. 


And out. 


An obscure portal was crossed at blinding speed, and the two suddenly found themselves 
standing in a dim attic-like space, slightly less dark than Bat Dans’ abode, but far, far more 
psychically threatening. Yet there was nothing immediately unusual about the cluttered space. 
Piles of old junk and papers were stacked up all over, with narrow avenues in between. What 
little light there was filtered through cracks in the ceiling. As Stans’ eyes adjusted, he noticed 
the distinctive contours of the portico gable, seen from inside. This wasn’t an attic. It was the 
second floor of the narrow house — or at least a version of said second floor, perhaps in a realm 
where dream and causality collided, gently touching on normal waking reality in phantasmal 
manners beyond the grasp of normal folk. And the cracks weren’t really in the ceiling. They 


were in the delicate membrane of this hidden pocket space. 


San was scanning the mounds of junk studiously. 


Catalina loneliness. 


San scanned the junk, scratching her chin. “I detect something,” she whispered. “No. Not 
detect — I can feel it, in my marrow. Here.” She honed in on a small chest in a comer. A 
strange, archaic script adorned its’ leather surface with goldleaf curlicues. “That writing.” She 


knelt, Stan close behind her. They both peered at the odd, forlorn container. There was a strange 
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instant. Then Sans’ hand whipped out, and she clicked open the straps, flung open the chest in 
an expertly quick, fluid motion. Within the dark recess was a coconut-sized version of the 


chalky white thing that had been in the spys’ belt. 


“The script, the make of the chest, now this. Unmistakable.” Sans’ voice had an 
unaccustomed intensity about it. “This is incredible, and horrible. They’re excavating these 


psychoprisms from the legend-shrouded realm of Lost Dukaukis.” 


From the depths of the cluttered corridors, a dark cackle emerged. 


Stan and San stepped around the junk to get a look. In the corner, a small area had been 
cleared out. Around a small, bubbling cauldron, three withered figures were hunched. There 
was the pitiable, the decrepit, the morose, the contemptable, the blasé and the contemptuous 
about those bone-ignoble hunched forms. They hunched. Oh, they hunched. And they twiddled 
their thumbs in unseemly anticipation, in aeon-rich malice, as they saw the dark duo come into 


view from around the clutter. And they cackled, however joylessly. 


“Aha, my pretty,” one of the ancient crones chortled, peering beadily at San. “You’ve 


found us at last.” 


“T’m not your pretty,” said San. “You three are a disgrace. Yeah, I know all about you 
and your bullshit. Calling yourselves ‘Wiccans’. It makes me sick.” She looked at the trio with 


adamantium contempt. 


“Come now, precious Wortle. Haven’t you ever wanted to give yourself over to criminal 
activity? Surrender to stereotypical behaviors and become a true witch.” The trio chortled 


wildly, and the cauldron bubbled over, leaving pitch-black stains on the wood flooring. 
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“Yeah, you may know some tricks.” Sans’ frowning expression didn’t change one jot. 
“You figured out how to use those psychoprisms. That’s not the easiest trick in the book. But 
just being an asshole with some warts and a cauldron isn’t what makes you a ‘true witch.’ 
Yeeeaaah - but you wouldn’t understand about that. So just put up or shut up. We’re here on 


behalf of the roller skaters.” 


“Whaaat? What about roller bladers. That’s ‘where it’s at’ these days with the coooool 


kids. Now DIE, precious heart!” 


The proactive sorceress threw up her gnarled, unhealthy claws, and from her sleeves, 
sparkling, sparking bits of something flew forth at speed. Faster than the eye could follow, they 
whizzed about, landing on points all over Stans’ body. “Try to hold out, Stan!” yelled San as she 


sprang towards the enemy. “Work your muscle-meat! Don’t let them burrow in!” 


Stan saw the danger as he realized what was happening. This was a critical moment. 
These old crones knew what they were about. The devilish hag had electrified jagged bits of 
scrap metal. Then, she’d stored them away in her sleeves for the moment of attack. Now a spell 
had been triggered by some quick motion, and the hot, sparking steel was attempting to burrow 
into Stans’ veins, to electrocute him at the same instant as it spilled his blood out. He flexed. 
Keep the meat between the shards and the veins, or it was instant death. The pain was immense. 
But it was nothing next to the horror of the imminent possibility of grotesque doom. Stan closed 
his eyes, and focused. He mustered his dermal air currents. Sudden motion could spell the 
opening a shard needed to get in deep, the right angle to strike at that juicy vein it was going for. 


Stan swayed about slowly. The sweat from the intensity was condensing, making small 
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thunderclouds all around-and-about his straining form. He foked!', foked hard — really and truly 


foked for the first, though not the last, time in his young life. 


Stan foked. Literal storm clouds flew about his body in swirling vortices. He foked, and 
the dermal air currents were really and truly mustered. Small squirts of blood were popping 
from the entry points of the shards. The burning electric jolts of them were wearing him down, 
even in the foked state. But he persisted. Without falter, he persisted. He dimly saw that San 
was threatening the three warped little ladies with the burning cauldron, but they were deftly 
dodging. He got a sense of where the head hag was moving. She didn’t appear to have any idea 
of the danger she was in from his direction. One last time, Stan foked. The storm clouds 
gathered. Then, sparks of lightening shooting in all directions from his steaming carapace, 
blood-mist coating his skin, he tensed and blasted the shrapnel from his flesh, sending it into a 


dermal air funnel pointing one direction only. 


His aim was impeccable. The hag narrowly dodged a thrust of the cauldron from San. 
Her backing up took her into the center of the ray of molten metal. The white-hot stuff instantly 
burned off her right arm above the elbow, went right through her ribs, shredding any internal 
organs unfortunate enough to be in its’ deadly path, coming out the other side and treating her 
left arm in much the same way. A sad, miserable stack of bony gore flopped to the floor. Dark, 


thin blood trickled onto the wood. Death was ensured. 





‘| Foke — a unique alchemistic and wrestling technique, only available to the most powerful, which Stan hadn’t been 
skilled enough to access before this point. An intense meditative concentration force is brought to bear on ones’ 
immediate surroundings, strong enough to significantly slow the flowing of time and allow for various unusual feats. 
Derived from the Latin focus meaning hearth, fireplace — in this context a point of light upon which meditation is 
trained. Not to be confused with the English “focus”, deriving from 17th century scientific Latin, referring to the 
point upon which a ray of light is trained. 
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The other two turned around, shocked. San wasn’t one to waste an opportunity. She 
quickly overturned the molten devils-brew onto the head of the closest one. There wasn’t even 
time to shriek. The sickly creature rapidly became a toxic puddle under that unauthorized 
cauldron, her dead bones crunching with the weight even as they dissolved in the acidic specialty 


which she’d only lately had a hand in preparing. 


The remaining crone shrank away. “Okay now, let’s talk this over. No need to get 


discombobulated.” 


San grabbed her by the scruff of the neck, brought her face in close, almost nose-to-nose. 


“Bitch, we have every need to get discombobulated.” 


“Now, come on. You’re the one who just murdered my sisters.” Despite her accusation, 


the tone was pleading. 


“Murdered? Your sisters? Don’t fuck with me, crone. You initiate that-“ she motioned 
her head towards Stan, who was panting on his hands and knees, working at catching his breath — 
“and come within an inch of killing my buddy. I call what we just did ‘self-defense.’ And what 
is this ‘sisters’ shit? You three asshats weren’t related. You weren’t connected spiritually. You 
don’t know what ‘spiritual’ even means. You were just three losers who got together to collude 
with authoritarians and mess up the lives of kids. And now that shit is over, and you’re gonna 
tell me how you did it. When did you get those Dukaukisian psychoprisms? Do you or any of 
your associates know the actual location of the aeon-encrusted capital city of Lost Dukaukis? 


Spill the beans, bitch!” She shook the hag violently. 


The wizened creature only chuckled mildly, a new look of near-peaceful resignation on 


her shriveled little face. “Oh, I think you know the answers, Wortle. You just want 
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confirmation. Yes, it’s true that the capital city of Lost Dukaukis is deep beneath the murderous 
island of Santa Catalina. Also true that, through the course of centuries, the sacred library of 
those canny Mexican Jews became subsumed by the subterranean realms, until it sank down to 
that abyssal level. Let the centuries of the future heed the warning of obscure history, and never 
build a mighty library on shrinking soil. The porous ground greedily grasped that place of 
knowledge, and lassoed it into its’ muddy grip. CentralGov has found much of wonderment and 
power down in the depths below that Hellish arena of psychopaths off the Great Pacific 


Coastline. But they haven’t come upon the library. Yet. 


“When they do get there, they’Il have untellable power. More power than any knowledge 
could give them. It’s not a matter of gaining knowledge, for them, but of restricting it. The time 
for the Mexican Jewish Archive has come. If they can restrict that natural flow of knowledge, 


they can restrict nearly anything...” 


“Yeah, yeah, I know all that already.” Stan shook the crone violently. “How close are 


those finks to finding the Archive, huh? Come on, tell me.” 


The crone closed her beady eyes and smiled. “San, I can’t tell you. You’ll find out soon 
enough, I’m sure. You won’t learn any more from me. We were all just a dream within a dream, 


the whole time...” 


“Don’t play that shit with me, crone,” said San, but it was too late. The hags’ skin was 
dissolving off her bones, in a secular version of the dissolution experienced by the demigods. 
San turned and saw that the stinking carcasses of the other two were turning to grey dust. She 
turned back, and her prisoner had already evaporated. Then, all the junk in the dusky area began 


to whither and wilt, to curl up and turn into clouds of dust that melded with the stale air, 
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disappearing completely. She coughed in the midst of the dustiness of all of it. It stank to high 
Hell in here, stank of forgotten and forgettable old books of meaningless and vain lore, of old 
keepsakes of little consequence to the long-dead owners who had been, themselves, rather 
inconsequential, save at certain, shining key moments of their obscure existences — moments lost 


in the musty dust of aeons. 


Soon enough, there was nothing left in the strange inter-space, save for a now nearly- 
upright Stan, who was wiping the bloody sweat from his thews. “Drat,” San muttered. “They 
got rid of the psychoprism before I could examine it properly.” She walked over to Stan. 


“Dearie, how ya feeling? You did incredible just now.” 


“Tired,” Stan rasped. “That’s it. They didn’t get at anything vital, though it was touch- 


and-go, as you saw.” 


“Damn straight it was. Let’s get outta this damn inter-zone. I can’t stand places like this. 
Close your eyes, I have a good bead on the waking world from here. Our team is probably 
freaking the fuck out about now. I shoulda warned them that something like this might happen. 


C’ mon.” 


The duo closed their eyes, breathed deep. The universe did cartwheels. And the 
dimensional pocket utterly collapsed, just as they rocketed free from its’ orbit. They spun 
through muddy worlds, through languorous nightscapes, moving up, up, back into the realms 
relatively safe for sentient existence, the realms in which structures could last for more than an 


instant without collapsing into a mass of blithering insanity. 


“OH JAYSUS!!” 
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San and Stan opened their eyes. Stan looked down. There was still some blood-sweat on 
him. Fortunately, it looked like it hadn’t gotten on the floors or any other surfaces. He was 


aware that everyone else was looking at his body as well. 


“Oh, don’t worry about me,” he said. “I'll just go outside...” 


“Yeah,” said San, “do you guys have a hose? Maybe I can hose Count Chocula here off, 
so he doesn’t stink up the place. More importantly, check out your new flight of stairs out the 


back!” 


“Whuh?” Frannton had arisen from her periodical-perusal to check out what was going 


on. “The hose is out back. What do you mean, flight of stairs?” 


“Just come.” San motioned, and she opened the back door for Stan to walk out. “Don’t 


touch anything,” she instructed him. He waved her words aside. 


Everyone filed out behind them. Outdoors, up the side of the house, there climbed a 
sturdy wrought-iron spiral staircase. “Oh, honey,” said Frannton. “We have a two-story house! 


It really is true.” 


“Yes,” said Flynnton, gazing at the staircase like one in a dream, not even glancing at the 
big bloody man that was being hosed off by a muscular naked woman. “Yes, it feels like it was 
there the whole time. Like I — knew about it, somehow, the whole time, but it was locked away 


somewhere. Honey, I think things are gonna be nicer around here.” The couple embraced. 
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“Alright, turkeys. Follow me.” San led the procession towards the edge of town. They walked 
through drab neighborhoods, all cut from the same mold. “Let’s take care of this little wall 


problem.” 


“T don’t know, San,” said Ciabatta, looking up at the looming barrier. “That’s a lot of 


metal to just get rid of in one go.” 


“Think again. We didn’t get a lot of info outta that last outing, but what we got was 
important. And I have some ideas. I think we can put a surprisingly quick wrench in these 


clowns’ plans. It’s all about psychocrystals.” 


Ciabatta shrugged. “I’m along for the ride. Just tell me what to do.” 


“Can do, old pal. Let’s get up to the gun-tower entrance-“ 


“Whoa, whoa. Hold up,” said Dan. 


“Don’t bitch,” said San. “Everyone isn’t all going in. Me, Stan, Ciabatta and Jenks 


should be plenty.” 


“Don’t I get to go?” Bob said with a big-toothed frown. 


“Now, now, dearie. Just hold tight. We only need four guys in there at once. The rest of 
you can just hang out at the door and keep watch. This is a minor operation. It should be a 


jiffy.” 


“Hold up,” said Jenks. “Looks like we got company.” 


From the surrounding corners and back alleys, a mass of ungainly youths emerged like a 
cloud of locusts. On their feet, an extremist abomination — rolling blades, a single row of wheels 


narrowly placed, shaking their defiant fists at health and safety. They oozed from the dark 
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corners, sadistic grins etched on their unruly mugs. Their fashions featured profane spikes and 
studs, dread black leather, wild, flamboyant, big hair like a tacky pin pointed unreasoningly at 
the derriére of the Heavens. The young finks gathered in a cocky wall situated between the crew 
and the larger wall around Vegizz. They rolled to a stop, arms folded, heads cocked. Waiting to 


see how the gaggle of goody-two-shoes would respond. 


Jenks stepped out in front, facing the rotten youth. His eyes blazed with a fire that 
threatened to burn them down where they wheel-stood. “Now listen here, you kids. I don’t 
know what they told you about the roller blading lifestyle. Well it aint all it’s cracked up to be. 
Don’t be chumps. Drop the blades, drop the mischief and get outta the damn way, or somebody 


might have to get hurt.” His authoritative frown smoldered with disciplinary intensity. 


“Whatever, old man,” came contemptuous from multiple mouths. With multiple flicks of 
multiple skinny wrists, multiple switchblades were pulled out of multiple blue-jean back-pockets 


in multiple fluid motions. 


“You bladers,” said Stan, stepping forward. “You wanna do bad things. Go against God, 
man and nature. I can understand those desires. There was a point where I was exactly like you. 
Lost in the chaos of my dark desires. Sometimes I still feel that way, even as a big tough adult, 
which is what Iam. We’ve all been there — it’s a natural part of growing up. I can understand it, 


yeah, understand all of it, whether you want me to or not. 


“But there’s one part I don’t get. It’s your contempt for honor, and for those who have 
honor. I don’t know where you got this from. But I can’t, won’t, forgive it.” And Stan pulled 


out his machete, with an even-more-fluid motion. 


The expressions of the bladers didn’t change. But, one by one, they began rolling aside. 
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The crew passed through the kids without comment, though many sideways glances were 
made. Eyes weren’t taken off the bladers until everyone was well past. There the teens 


remained, looking steadily at the group, unmoving. It was mighty eerie. 


“When will this youthful nightmare end?” lamented Ciabatta. “Those youths are 


unreachable.” 


“No youths are unreachable,” said Jenks. “You know that.” 


“Those youths,” said San, “are brimming with brilliant spiritual energy. And we’re 


gonna help them tap into that. Now let’s get to tearing down that wall.” 


The group looked up. The wall loomed far, far overhead. The gun tower was right above 
them, a malevolent point. They looked back. The bladers were still looking at them. They 
looked forward. Directly in front of them was a nondescript door in the metal of the wall. On 
either side of the door, two indigo-uniformed security officers stood with businesslike alertness. 


The advanced new type of plasma-beam pistol was holstered at the side of each. 


The group looked back. The bladers were still watching them. 


San stepped forward. “Greetings, fellows. We’re here to inspect the wall psychoprism 


for irregularities. Normal maintenance procedure.” 


The guard on the left stepped between San and the door. “This is a highly secure 


location, madam. We’re gonna need to see some ID.” 


“Shit. We haven’t had time to get IDs. We just got here, at the request of Finnigan. 


He’s an old friend.” 
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The chumps’ eyes unconsciously bulged slightly. “Ah, so you know the boss. Can I get 


a name, please?” 


“San Wortle. This is Jazzmaster Jenks, Ciabatta, and Vampiro Stan. Can you get ahold 


of Finnigan somehow? I’m sure he’Il explain it all to you.” 


“Oh, Heavens no, good woman. He’s a very private man. Hold on one moment, please.” 
He pulled out a walkie-talkie, began talking quietly to a static-enshrouded voice. He said a few 
archaic words and signed off, seemingly satisfied with the muffled responses he got. “Alright, 


everything checks out. Follow me closely.” 


The quartet walked in behind the guard. Through the door was a small, stale-aired 
chamber. Through a sliding door on the other side of the chamber was a smaller metal chamber 
with buttons on the wall. “This,” explained the guard, “is the elevator.” He punched a 
prominent button, high up among the rows of buttons. The chamber lurched upwards, then 
moved more smoothly, up, up, until it seemed like they must have reached the walls’ top many 
times over. The sliding door opened again, and they were out of the cramped confines, and into 
a large circular chamber with magnificent views all around. Massive, brutish indigo-suited 
guards stood with Tommy guns at four equidistant points along the circle — one point of which 
was directly by the elevator. A few shallow steps led up ceremoniously to a podium at the 
center. Upon the podium sat an enormous psychoprism, a flat sheen on its’ chalky white surface 


from the sunlight streaming through the big glass windows. 


“Take a look,” the guard said to San as they walked towards the psychoprism. “It’s been 


acting up since yesterday evening.” 
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San gazed studiously into the strange stone. “Yes, I can see how that might be. Marred 
by imperfections... Hmmm... It coulda been a gadfly that flew into it or something. Give me a 


sec to analyze it.” She reached out and put her fingertips on it, gently, carefully, probingly. 


She closed her eyes. For a good little minute, hardly anybody moved. The guards stayed 
stationary. Stan scratched his butt. Ciabatta sniffled. The guard yawned. Nobody said 


anything. 


Then, the psychoprism shattered into a thousand chalky pieces, sending up a cloud of 


white dust. 


“Ooops,” San said. “Sorry.” 


There was a ferocious flurry of action. The four Tommy-gun-toting guards swung their 
guns towards the center of the chamber. Stan flung his machete at the guard near the elevator, 
and the muzzle of the armament was bisected. Jenks pulled out his sax, and a quick blurt of 
sound caused a guard to spastically fling his gun out of the window, glass shattering. Ciabatta 
grabbed the nearby guard, and he flung the fellow bodily towards another Tommy-gunner. The 
two guards crashed through the window in a jumble, letting out “Wilhelm screams” as they 
plummeted to the ground far below. San faced the final Tommy-gunner, and placing a finger 
over one nostril, she blew a mighty gust of air through the other. A blackened, calcified nasal 
loogy shot like a bullet out towards the muzzle, lodging in there firmly. When the thug pulled 


the trigger, he was greeted with a loud bursting that made him yelp and clutch at his fingers. 


“Come on, you turkeys,” San said with urgency. “We got five minutes tops. Let’s blow 


”? 


this popsicle stand 
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The crew rushed to the elevator. Stan decked the guard, knocking him out, and grabbed 
his machete from out of the gun at the same time. San hit a button with a downward-pointing 
arrow. The sliding door opened. They crowded back in, and she hit a button marked “GF.” The 
doors closed, and there was a tense minute of descent. When they opened back up, San burst out 
and through the chamber, the other three right behind her. Then, they were back outside, where 


the rest of the group was patiently waiting. There was no sign of the roller bladers. 


“Hey,” said Jenks, “what happened to the other guard?” 


“What happened to the wall?” asked Dace. 


They turned around. There was no wall. 


It was as if there never had been. 


“Yep,” said San. “It was just those damn psychoprisms, all along. Did you see how big 
that wall was? Remember how fast it went up? Where was the labor force that built it? How 
did they get all that metal? And in a tourism-based city, why was nobody around here 


complaining about it? What was the rationale of even having a wall? 


“Well I'll tell you. Psychology. Making people feel antsy. That was always the 
rationale. CentralGov and their ilk have strange, slithery motives. That they could set up a fake 


wall like that was a dream-come-true. It was the psychoprisms that made it possible.” 


“And those psychoprisms,” said Stan, “were excavated from the capital of Lost 


Dukaukis, beneath Santa Catalina.” 


“Bingo. It’s more important than ever that we get to that island, to stop their mad 


operations. But we’ve got a concert tonight. What should our schedule be, Dace?” 
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“Oh, nothing to get too tense about. I’d say let’s meet back at the clubhouse around 
sundown, if you’re a band member. We can grab some quick leftovers and head on over to 
Vegizz Arena. Between then, everyone can just do whatever they want. Enjoy yourselves. It’s 
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Vegizz 


The group broke up, chattering, relieved to finally be off duty. Stan and Dingus 
congregated together. “Hey,” Dingus said, “the Southwestern Simultetrises should be going on 


around now. I think that Erazzmo’s up soon.” 


“He is? I was wondering about that. Let’s go over there. I don’t got nothin’ better to 


do ” 


Jenks strolled over. “Are you all talking about the Southwestern Simultetrises? I really 
wanna check that action out. It’s been a while since I’ve seen really hot Tetris action in a live 


setting.” 


“Join up with us, then,” said Dingus. “We can grab a bite at a diner and then saunter 


over.” 


Beesile Bob came bounding over. “Ooooo, can I come too?” 


“T bet,” said Dingus, “that the ticket counter at the event will accept your money too. It 
wasn’t sold out last I heard. Enough with all this work - let’s go live a little!” He looked less 


green, or grey, than he had in days. 


16. Most Dangerous Games 
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The spacious conference room was crowded with chairs. The smell of sweat and junk food farts 
hung like a stormcloud over everything. But there was something else in the air, something 
electric. Seasoned pros had been waiting for years for an opportunity like this, to pit themselves 
against some of the best in the business - even against the master himself, Erazzmo. The 
Southwestern Simultetrises was a blowout smash success so far. Dingus’ comment about tickets 
was very nearly jinxed. They had scooped up some of the final available seats for the event. 
Now, the space was abuzz with talk of who would be next to face the champion. On either side 


of the four, kiloflabby fellows in sweaty shirts exclaimed jargon with moist and flapping lips. 


The conference stage featured a giant projector on which the action was displayed. From 
behind it, a small dogface man walked. He stepped up to the podium and tapped on the mike. 
The noise level subsided. “Good Tetris enthusiasts,” the fellow fluted, “how does it be to enjoy 
Vegizz on a great day like this, with that kooky wall outside just disappearing?” A mild cheer 
went up from the room. “Yeah, and we’ll probably forget about it by tomorrow. Funny how that 
works... I’ve just spoken to the great Erazzmo.” A slightly more enthusiastic cheer went up. 
“He’s told me that D-Wad and Vampiro Stan are in the building.” Some older fans cheered 


slightly. 


“Oh shit,” whispered Dingus. “If I’d known he would do this, I never woulda suggested 
we come here. That’s so unprofessional, not even asking us first. I just wanna enjoy my free 


time.” 


“Yeah,” whispered Stan, “and if these people figure out who I am, they’ll tear me apart. 
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I’m a betrayer 


“Oh come on, guys,” said Jenks. “He wants to honor you.” 
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“SHHHHH!” Stan and Dingus exclaimed in unison. 


Jenks and Bob both stood up, pointing down at the two sullen figures seated between 


them. “We got the heroes right here,” Jenks proclaimed. 


“Hey,” one voice said loudly above the general murmur. “Wasn’t that Stan guy part of 
the RNG truther movement?” The people around him shushed him, but the murmuring grew 


louder. 


For minutes, the awkward tension was held. The little dogface man continued to stand at 
the podium, but rather than address the audience, he spoke inaudibly into a mic in his jacket. 
Stan and Dingus remained seated, frowning and saying nothing. Jenks and Bob remained 
standing, not knowing quite what to do. The audience murmured away, simmering with 


excitement for they-knew-not-what reason. 


At last, the little man ceased his mic murmuring and directly faced the audience once 
more. “Good people! Without further delay, may I present to you the illustrious grandmaster 
who created the Southwestern Simultetrises tournament, now in its’ eighth action-packed year. 
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The distinguished, the inimitable — Erazzmo!” He swept his arms, and Erazzmo walked out from 
behind the projector screen. The crowd cheered heartily as the champion approached the 


podium, continuing to holler after he’d taken up his position. 


“Greetings, friends!” More amicable and heartfelt cheers. “It pleasures me greatly to be 
with you here. No place is happier to a Tetris fan, than the arena wherein distinguished 
gentlepeople may face off in one-on-one tests of mental prowess. For me, it never gets old. I’m 
extremely impressed by the many talented authors working within the burgeoning field of Tetris 


literature, who have really brought a new level of popularity to our old game. But though I 
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perhaps shouldn’t say it, I feel compelled to, anyhow — there is no literature that can capture this 
feeling. There is no writing that can truly show what it’s like to be here, now, to be in the center 
of a living-and-breathing, active Tetris event, fierce competition smoldering in gallant hearts like 


the center of a burning star. It’s intoxicating. Nothing else comes close. 


“We all know this feeling. You know it. Sometimes, for whatever reason, members of 
our order — the noble Tetris players all around the world and beyond — will drop out of 
competition. But it never really leaves you. And I’m thrilled to meet my old compatriots, every 
time I have the opportunity. Well. Today is a splendid opportunity. Vampiro Stan and D-Wad 
are both with us, friends.” He patiently waited for the polite clapping to begin. “Many of you 
remember them from the old days. D-Wad was one of the best in his region. Stan was one of 
the most creative players I’d seen. Now, they are here together, and I have one request. I know 
I’m imposing on them, to the point of boorishness. But I hope they’ll play a game against one 


another, so that I can play the winner. I would consider it an honor and a privilege.” 


Jenks and Bob sat back down, relieved. A tense, silent moment passed. Dingus 
whispered in Stans’ ear, “We might get to play Erazzmo. If we do nothing, this crowd is gonna 
tear us apart. You ready to go up there?” Stan nodded. They stood up, and silent-but-earnest 
clapping greeted their rise. Only a few hardcore fans knew who both were, but Erazzmo had 
sold everybody on the nostalgia angle. The old Tetris warriors now felt genuine warmth, 
however mild, as they made their way toward the beaming grandmaster on the stage. Assistants 
were bringing out tables and chairs with holoputers, one each on either side of the screen. 
Dingus nodded slightly to the audience, and Stan didn’t acknowledge them at all, as they took 


their seats-of-play. 
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“T can’t thank you guys enough,” Erazzmo said, still at the podium. “Are you ready to 


play?” He looked at Dingus and Stan in turn. Both nodded. 


“Three — two — one — Tetris.” 


And it was at that moment that Stan realized the Universal Equation. 


He realized that for a given value X, X don’t equal shit, because X can be whatever you 
want it to be. X is just given a given value. You or I, or some other asshole neither of us may 


even know, gave it that value. It coulda just been given some other value. X is just X. 


X is just X. 


Stan moved the blocks, rotated them, and it all came back. It was like riding a bike. The 
logic was always thrilling, a sensation that never got tired. It was true what they said, what that 
forgotten sage had said centuries past, that there was an ecstasy to logic. But there was also a 


torment. 


He hadn’t been ready for Tetris. Even after all these years, he still wasn’t ready for 


Tetris. 


Tetris wasn’t something you chose. It wasn’t merely an avocation, something you 
decided to pursue and got better at in proportion to how much patience you had for it. Tetris was 
something that happened to you. It pointed its’ finger and it beckoned you, and it decided if-and- 
when you were ready for the next step. And you were just along for the ride. There was nothing 


to do but sit back and appreciate the beauty of the game. 


Fighting against the whims of Tetris was like trying to punch the oceans’ lights out. 
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He allowed the pieces to fall, allowed the logical processes to play out. His stack was 
perfectly neat. He was playing like a machine, fitting stuff in with ruthless efficiency. The 
crowd was cheering, but he couldn’t tell what was going on with Dingus. He didn’t need to 


know. Right now, all he needed to do was play Tetris. 


And the years just melted. 


“Hey Satan. You wanna come join us by the radio? There’s a championship match between D- 
Wad and Erazzmo.” Pappy Vampiro had stuck his head out the back door and addressed Stan, 


who was sitting on a pile of lumber, gazing off in the direction of the setting sun. 


Stan turned. “Sure thing, Pappy,” he said straight-facedly, the most positivity he ever 
gave to anybody. He had been lost in thoughts and dreams of what he might find, one day, out 
there, beyond the confines of his familiar hunting grounds. Pappy and Mammy talked to the kids 
about “finding your fortune” and such business. Supposedly, when the kids were old enough, 
they would all go out and gain things out there, that couldn’t be gained just by staying and 
hunting. But what these fortunes were, it was not for kids to know. Therefore, before they could 
head out, they had to not be kids anymore. Stan wanted to hurry up and not be a kid anymore, so 


he could get to the bottom of all this nonsense. 


He followed Pappy into the smoky living room, where everybody was gathered, the 
parents in their large, cushy easychairs, the kids sitting all around the place. Stan sprawled on 
the floor near the radio. The announcers were getting whipped up. The two titanic players were 
neck-and-neck. It was the third game. Erazzmo had taken the first game without incident, but 


D-Wad had narrowly won the second round, netting the unusual achievement of beating 
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Erazzmo early on, where the masters’ peak performance often was. The cabin still smelled of 


hearty stew. The aroma always made Stan sleepy. 


D-Wad pulled ahead. The crowd went wild. Stan couldn’t be sure, but he suspected that 
the challenger was using up all his steam early on. Erazzmo was playing a safe, clean game. 
Anything could happen, but D-Wad wasn’t particularly famous for having an aggressive 
playstyle. Indeed, his greatest successes, that Stan could recall, mostly had to do with a 


deliberate, sensible approach, which he typically stuck to. 


“That D-Wad guy,” Pappy said, “he really reminds me of myself when I was younger.” 


Stan didn’t know what that meant. He was just a kid. 


The match was a white-knuckle affair. At the end, Erazzmo was just barely able to clinch 
it. But it was a close call. It was a highlight of even Erazzmos’ career, and one of D-Wads’ 
most popular matches of all time. As the commentators interviewed both men, Stan had drifted 
off to sleep, there on that dirty shack floor, worn out from a long day of helping his father. 

When he dreamt, he dreamt that he was like D-Wad, going toe-to-toe with the Tetris elite. Those 
dreams had made him as happy as he had ever felt, except for when he rested with Johnny and a 
good book. Only Johnny made him feel a greater sense of happiness than those dreams... could 


the little guitar be... a sort of dream himself? 


Stan was blazing through the rows, playing better than he ever had. But, unbeknownst to him as 
he focused into his own world, Dingus was on a tear of his own. Cold turkey had combined with 
years of pent-up strategic energy with no outlet, to now create a beast of a game, tense yet 


dynamic, which was more professional, and even contemporary, than anybody could have 
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expected. Though it was a close match, Dingus was consistently, patiently finding paths to jump 


out ahead, if only by a little. He seemed unshakable. 


Stans’ stack was rising. Three, four, five square pieces in a row came at the exact 
moment that he didn’t have enough evenly flat surface to put them on. The junk snowballed. He 
immediately saw how he had taken unnecessary risks, had let things get too high too fast. It only 
took an instant. As the speed transitioned to impossibly fast, it seemed on surface level like he 
had gotten the worst blocks at the worst time. But he knew better. A spiritual fatigue was lifted. 
He would accept this defeat, would not blame the RNG. He felt better, but he still wished. He 
wished that he could go back, could look in the faces of all the players he had hurt with his 


selfish lies, and say, “I’m sorry.” 


Dingus took the round. The crowd cheered delightedly. He had really gotten on their good side. 
There was a humility to his demeanor that was endearing. The grey tiredness of these last few 
days sat on the erstwhile-degenerate like a mantle of crusty wisdom. As the combatants got up 
to shake, meeting in the middle of the screen, he smiled for the first time in ages. “Stan, that was 


damn fine playing. Damn fine.” 


“Yeah, well you’re just way better than me. But now you get to play Erazzmo. Better 
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get ready 


“Uh-huh.” Dingus rubbed his brow. Erazzmo had been seated to the side of the stage, 
and was now bounding up, warmly shaking Stans’ hand, lavishing praise on his playstyle. 


Telling Stan what a beautiful game he had played, how such qualities would serve him in life. 


“T hope so,” said Stan. “I'll need all the help I can get.” 
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Erazzmo laughed ebulliently. “Yes, going out there in the world and accomplishing 
something, unlike us old fiddlers just stuck here playing Tetris and nothing else. I’m happy for 


you. What a treat, to finally get to meet you.” 


“The feelings’ mutual, Tetris master. The feelings’ mutual.” 


Erazzmo took Stans’ recent seat, and Dingus returned to his. Without delay, the 
competition commenced. It was one-sided. Erazzmo had been keeping his fangs sharpened 
against the most skilled youth. If it were any other player with so many years under his belt, 
such new talent would be mopping the floor with him. Yet the Tetris master had an evergreen 
set of nerves, a miraculous canniness and depth of strategy that seemed to defy the biological 
logic of aging. It wouldn’t continue forever. But it was a fair certainty that Erazzmo wouldn’t 
retire ahead of being beaten, in order to artificially preserve the appearance of invincibility. A 
true Tetris player, he would keep at it until he finally gave out, and would give out with grace, 
heartily congratulating his conquerors. Meanwhile, he simply wasn’t going to be defeated by 


someone who hadn’t been able to practice for years. 


They wrapped it up, and Dingus and Erazzmo met at center stage and hugged one 
another. “Now I’m glad,” said Dingus, “that you did this to us, ‘Raz. You were always thinking 
up practical jokes on us kids, but this was something else. It was really special to be able to take 


the stage again.” 


“Hey,” said Erazzmo, “you’re taking the stage all the time now. You’re part of the 
‘overnight sensation’ that’s the biggest new thing in all of rock and roll. I’m heading towards the 


dusty old record books, but you’re just getting started.” 
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“Yeah, I’m the bass player nobody really cares about. All the others — Mella, Dace, Stan, 
San, and of course Jenks — they have major fans. I just sorta slump there and pluck mindlessly 
for an hour. But you’re right, this ‘Destitute’ thing is exploding. I wish you could be there this 


evening.” 


“Well, maybe I can work something out. The Vegizz Arena isn’t that far from here. Say, 


here come your friends now.” 


Bob and Jenks introduced themselves. Erazzmo was thrilled by the sight of Jenks. “Mr. 
Jazzmaster, sir,” he effused, “my copy of “Hot Jazz in Your Face’ has gotten so much play that 
when I put it on, it’s more scratch than music. I really mean it when IJ say that you’ve gotten me 


through some tough times with that sax.” 


“Always good to hear nice words,” said Jenks cordially. “We don’t wanna break 


anything up, we were just making sure our companions were aware of the time.” 


“Youre right,” said Stan. “We need to get going.” And as he said it, he felt that he was 
leaving something behind, which had been unfinished, but was now finished. He was leaving a 
sense of paranoia, of hiding. The crowd was milling about, waiting for the next event. They had 
loved seeing Erazzmo beat up on some has-beens. But they had already moved on. They didn’t 
need Stan, and he didn’t need them. Nobody actually cared about the RNG truther controversy 
anymore, save perhaps a handful of old fellows stuck in the past, and there was no help for that 
type in-any-case. The world turned. Tetris games were played, completed, forgotten about. But 


it was all part of one larger continuous game. That game never ended. 
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Stan knew that, before everything had settled back down, there would be a lot more junk 
in all their stacks. More, perhaps, than a thousand Southwestern Simultetrises could prepare one 


for. 


Back at the clubhouse, the gang sat in the small, informal dining room of the guest quarters, all 
huddled around the little round table, eating yesterdays’ sautéed bok choy. San set her chair 


back from the table, addressing everyone. Heads turned as she spoke. 


“People. I’ve discussed things with Dace. We have one more concert before we go on a 
brief hiatus. This is not something he liked, but it’s very necessary. I have to tell you that things 
are coming to a head. So far, we’ve had time to be a rock and roll band, and still keep up with 
what our many enemies are doing - all while pursuing our ultimate quest of the liberation of 
knowledge. Now, however, me, Stan, Jenks, ‘Roy and whoever else wants to join us, will have 
to focus full-time on our main objectives. There’s no going back. We messed up their fake wall, 
and they’re gonna be mad as Hell at us. Now, it’s full-steam until either our job is done, or we 
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are. 


There was a loud, almost frantic knocking at the guest quarters entrance door. Mella got 
up to get it. Ciabatta stood outside, backed by a contingent of fidgeting teens. “Everybody, 
come quick,” he said. “Something has happened at the Vegizz Arena. Something inexplicable 


and not at all good.” 


Mella turned her head and yelled, “Are ya hearing this, guys?” 


Everyone started filing from the dining room to the main room. “What’s the deal?” San 


barked. 
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Ciabatta stepped in without closing the door, the teens waiting pensively just outside. 
“San,” he said, “everyone was looking so forward to the show, but it looks like it’s gonna have to 
be rescheduled. I can’t tell you exactly what’s happening at the Arena, because I don’t really 
understand it myself. Strange shapes, San. Amorphous. This seems like your wheelhouse. 
People are running scared. Nobody is safe. They’d gathered early, unable to contain their 


anticipation for true rock and roll. Then, this happened — whatever this is. It’s just- it’s—” 


“Alright,” said San, “stop your blabbering, man. Ciabatta, I know you, and you do not 
get frazzled easily. I'll wager there’s more psychoprisms involved here. Has there been any 


property damage?” 


“T don’t rightly know,” Ciabatta continued. “The amorphous stuff just seems to ooze 
over every surface, reaching out with its’ unclean tendrils, like a hyperspeed slime-mold with a 


carnivorous appetite. The sooner we get over there to lend any assistance, the better.” 


“Agreed,” said San. “Alright everyone. Let’s not waste time. It looks like the asswipes 


won’t even let us have one final show. Now, the fun really begins.” 


In the city of Vegizz, everyone and everything was becoming very confused, very fast. 


When a human is in the midst of the state we refer to as “The height of youth,” they are, 
in a sense, experiencing the “Best part of their life.” But the silly old bitter people, those who 
haven’t developed the maturity and self-discipline befitting their advanced station, don’t fully 
understand, when they make that utterance, the nature of the truth of what they’re saying. The 
richest moments of an individual life frequently come with the advanced understanding, brought 


about by experience, that allows them to be more fully appreciated. No, what’s being referred to, 
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whether the speaker realizes it consciously or not, is not simply an individual matter. At those 
times when a human has completed adolescence and is on the cusp of adulthood, it is not only 
the body, but the mind also, that is at its’ health pinnacle. “It’s all downhill from here” may 
sound like a pathetic attempt to shirk ones’ own responsibility for a mediocre life, by making a 
weak and inevitably futile attempt to put a damper on youthful exuberance. But in a real, 
biological sense, it has meaning. And it’s more than mere literalism. The healthiest organisms, 
sustain the community of organisms, support the wellbeing of their fellows. However we may 


deny it, for humans, it’s no different. 


When youth are good, supportive roller skaters, we tend to take things for granted, like 
spoiled children with doting parents. But what about when they’re bad, foul-mouthed roller 
bladers? What about when those who we claimed to have no need of, pretending that we 


ourselves were the support, turn on us, and pull our support from under us? 


Simply taking away a single illusory wall can’t heal those scars in an instant. Nothing 


can. 


Now, the bladers were running riot. And they had help. Hellions of heinous, deliriously- 
mutating tetrominoes lurched grotesquely alongside their rolling companions, like slug-dogs 
alongside their foot-sledded mushers. Hoards of the amorphous shapes were swarming and 
seemingly consuming whole buildings. Department stores became carnivals of chaos, marts- 
turned-madhouses. People ran and screamed with their hands shaking wildly in the air, not 


really understanding what they were running from or screaming about. 


And Stan found that he loved it. 
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Every player knows that RNG factors in. Now, it was factoring out. What this created 
was a world without honor, alright. But it was a different sort of world. In a nearby cafeteria, 
Grandma Maybel sat across from the big strong young fella. She had overheard the call to 
contest from her grandsons’ room as he listened to the “shocking jockey” radio program with 
“Dr. Philfy Pharston.” She should have known better. “Win a dinner with a hot stud,” they had 
said. She hadn’t known what a “stud” was. She’d assumed it was some kind of kitchen 
appliance. Entering sweepstakes was her number one hobby. She was addicted to it, couldn’t 
stop, wrote in for a chance to win just about anything. She had covertly jotted down the address 
to send in her plea for victory. It would serve ‘em right when it was Granny who was using her 
hot stud to make healthful juices, and not some young punk. At the start of the meal, both she 
and the fit young fellow had been laughing. Now silence had set in at the table. They had 
nothing in common, and she wasn’t here to chat anyway. At this point, she was doing it for the 


breadsticks. 


Something changed. The young man got up, of-a-sudden, and smiled evilly at old 
Maybel. He stretched his abdomen, and furry strings of blocks emerged from all around his 
midsection, like mutant poops going clear through his impure and sweaty skin, tearing almost all 
of his clothes apart. He rolled around. Looking at his feet, a shocked Maybel saw that fleshy 
rollerblades had burst through his boots. The last of his now-greasy attire was consumed by the 
blocks as he began to roll around the restaurant, the block-tendrils of his quivering body 
knocking items from tables he quickly passed, dashing things to the floor as he laughed 
maniacally. And Maybel saw that the young man was not the only one to undergo this 
transformation. Every young person in the restaurant seemed to be under the spell of this 


mutation, fuzzy square-segmented tendrils popping out of their bodies as they rolled along, 
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hitting and kicking everyone and everything, caressing one another indecently as they passed. 
Maybel escaped the restaurant through a forest of mayhem, burst out onto the street, ran for 


cover, but there was no cover. She would never eat breadsticks again. 


It was like this in every corner of the metropolis. The unheard-of stuff in life was 
meeting the absurdity of uncouth dreaming. In a downtown publishing house, an escaped 
orangutan, only an hour rid of the zoo, had broken in and typed out a masterful epic novel, 
through random poundings on a typewriter, a device he had decided to strategically strike 
because he found it strange and unnerving, yet didn’t want to all-out attack in case he hit a part 
which was poisonous. Seeing how clacky the keyboard was, he had determined this part to 
likely be its’ weakness. Thankfully, it was one of the new auto-spooling models, with a full 
stack of paper ready to go, and by the last page, the prime novel of that strange century was 


randomly complete. 


No sooner was it finished than the simian found odd, rootlike forms sprouting from his 
cranium. “J am truly the Tree King of Eden,” he boomingly declared in perfect human-language. 
Forgetting the strange threat of the typewriter, he busted back out onto the street in order to 
amass followers. “SUBMIT!” the orangutans’ voice boomed down the chaotic byways. “I will 
cherish you lot from now forward, for we must return. We must return.” And his wildly shaking 


head-branches shattered every window within their wide range, if only for shits and giggles. 


The crew rushed through this crazed, haphazard tumult. As they neared the center of 
town, Jenks yelled, “Hold up.” Everyone halted. “Nobody make a sound,” he said. There was a 


tense moment. “Do you hear it?” 


“All I hear is crazy chaos,” said Bob. “Makes me kinda nostalgic, actually.” 
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“T hear it,” said Bat Dan. “You have good ears, Jazzmaster. There’s a lot of static noise, 


but if you really sonar things out, you can just detect it.” 


“T hear it too,” said Ciabatta. “I don’t have great hearing. But it’s a sound that, for me, 


cuts through everything. You can’t mistake it.” 


“Same here,” said San as the madness swirled around them. “AI of us who were there, 
will always be able to pick up on the sound of the Chaos Tuba. Sonofabitch, things might get 


too wild to handle.” 


“Yeah,” said Jenks, “but I’ve been waiting years for this, all the same. C’mon everyone. 


Follow that sound!” 


The mutated tetrominoes were multiplying, grabbing onto host bodies wherever they 
could be grasped. Rollerpunks now had a wildly callous grip on the whole downtown area, and 
they were doing everything they could to promote the sort of chaos that seemed to spawn these 
inexplicable blasphemies against order. “Without order,” one punk yelled reverentially, “there’s 
no justice. So let’s strike a blow against justice, for chaos, and let dishonor rule the day!” The 
throng of nearby bladers that he was a part of, cheered in like reverence to the ungods of 
dishonor, the malevolent resentments of chaos, and all laughed mirthlessly, all reveled without 
warmth. It was Dishonor Sunday. Everything must go. And the strange anti-tetrominoes spread 
their increasingly muddy grasp throughout the region, and everything seemed poised for 
nonsensical oblivion. What did we ever do to you kids? What did Honor do to deserve such foul 


treatment? Why, oh why, had it come to this? 


Out from the doors of the tournament, Erazzmo walked, like one in a horrid dream. He 


looked about him, at the flaming chaos of the streets. “It’s all too wild, too inexplicable,” he said 
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out loud to nobody. “A bare moment ago, we were all waging logical battles of honor and 
loyalty. Now, everything has turned one-hundred-and-eighty degrees, and the days of youth are 
shattered. Why has it come to this? Was such madness inside us, all along? Oh, what is real, 


what is real, what is real anymore?” He frowned. And he looked Heavenward. 


“Ts this your doing, God?” the master strategist asked with bitter lips. “It wouldn’t 


surprise me.” 


“Yes,” a voice from behind him said. “That wouldn’t surprise me either. But it isn’t 


God, not this time. It’s just little old me.” 


Erazzmo hadn’t heard the approach. He turned around. A pale, corpulent figure looked 
at him with disturbed and disturbing mirth. There was no flab on that ghastly body. Only an 
overabundance of wan, clammy flesh. The attire was casual to the point of disreputability, 
sweaty and grimy, baggy even when considering the considerable size, in height as well as girth. 
In a massive arm, the apparition clutched a massive tuba, clutched it with chaotic possessiveness. 
To look at this odd body-from-nowhere was somehow nauseating. Erazzmo wished to divert his 
eyes, but he couldn’t. Despite the superficial ugliness, there was an indefinable magnetism, a 


vague charisma about the fellow. There was that of the jolly cadaver about this character. 


“Finnigan.” The approaching voice of Jazzmaster Jenks came from the side. “I see 


you’ve really let yourself go.” 


“Jenks. You incorrigible interloper. I knew you’d come.” 


“Jazzmaster Finnigan,” said Stan, following close behind Jenks, with the rest of the group 
close behind him. “What you’re doing here has some real promise, but I think you’re going 


about it all wrong. There has to be some way to avoid flying in the face of honor.” 
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“And you’ve brought your little friends with you, I see.” Finnigan chortled. “Well, well, 


well. The gang’s all here.” 


“Don’t listen to a Goddamn word he says, Stan,” said Jenks. “This slimeball forfeited his 


claim to the title of ‘Jazzmaster’ long ago.” 


“Nooow, nooow,” Finnigan moaned with a mock frown, clearly reveling in the hatred he 
inspired. “There’s no need to be cross. We’re just having a little chaotic fun. After you 
destroyed our beautiful wall, what else should you expect to happen? And no, child, I can’t 
accomplish all I have and ‘avoid flying in the face of honor.’ Nor would I want to. Stannie, 
Stannie, I grow impatient with your naiveté. When will you finally understand that your 
precious honor is just another one of their constructs? That it has no place among our dark 


kind?” 


“That’s false,” said Stan, “as you should know by now. There is nothing more honorable 


than glorious death in combat. There’s nothing more hon-“ 


“BAAAAHH. Enough prattle. You’ll come around soon enough, boy, I’m sure. We all 


do. Meanwhile, I have a hostage to take.” He eyed the confused Erazzmo malevolently. 


“Finnigan,” Stan said, ““you’re making a huge mistake. There’s true evil here, I really 


mean that, but-“ 


“Step away from the Tetris master,” Jenks loudly commanded, with packed ice in his 


voice. 


Finnigan did as instructed. And then, too fast for the naked eye to follow, he brought the 


Chaos Tuba to his lips. Jenks pulled out his sax and began blowing wildly. San muttered 
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fevered incantations. Ciabatta readied a tambourine, hoping against hope it might do some good. 
It was all too slow. There was a miasmal whirl, a shriek, a simmering of marsh-like air, and the 
hapless Erazzmo was being pulled, body and spirit, into that malicious, malformed tuba, his 
panicked cries for aid growing smaller and smaller as he was warped into its’ heinous 


extradimensional depths. 


“Finnigan,” Jenks said. And the manner in which he said that single word, spoke 


volumes. 


“Well,” said Finnigan with a self-satisfied air, “looks like I got myself a little bargaining 


chip. Don’t come any closer if you want your toy boy to live.” 


“What happened to you, man?” said Ciabatta. “It doesn’t have to be like this. Don’t 


bring innocent people into whatever mess this is, just talk to us Finn!” 


“Forget it,” said San. “He’s too far gone. Brainwashed. A slave of the Man. Natural 


born lacky.” 


Finnigan spat. “Yeah, well FUCK YOU TOO, San. And I only ever pretended to like 


be) 


you. 


“And I only ever pretended to give a shit.” San looked at him coolly. 


Finnigan shoved his up-thrust middle finger out at San, all composure forgotten. San 
responded by flipping him a much more nonchalant “bird,” sticking her tongue out at him in cool 


mockery as she did so. 


“Finn,” Jenks said, “Ciab’s right. Erazzmo has nothing to do with this. Let him go, and 


let’s work things out like adults.” 
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“NO. You suckers are not gonna get my hostage from me until J say so. And you’ll just 
have to deal with that. How about you come visit me? I know you will. I have my offices on 
the Murder Island. And I'll be waiting. And I’ll get you, get every last justice-loving one of 
you. You’re gonna come, and you’re gonna lead me to my treasure, and you know it, and there’s 


nothing you can do about it. Come on and follow me, ASS WIPES!!” 


“Please, Finnigan,” said Stan. “Your talent is too great to waste. Don’t force me to fight 


against you.” 


But it was much, much too late. A swift black shape swooped down from the sky, and it 
seemed to absorb Finnigan before anyone knew what was happening. Then the black blur was 


up and off again, bolting to the horizon with inconceivable speed. 


“They have the pythonian stealth vessels,” said San, watching as it disappeared. 


“They’re really going all-out on this one.” 


With the escape of the Chaos Tuba player, the streets only seemed to get more wild, 
insane and confusing. “Dammit,” said Dan, “we have to get to whatever psychoprism is causing 
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all this. I swear I'll make it my lifes’ work to destroy those damn things!” He involuntarily 


clutched at his head. 


“Follow the madness,” said San. “The weirder and more nonsensical things get, the 


closer we are to the source.” 


The streets teemed. As fuzzy morphing tetrominoes swirled around Stans’ rapidfire- 
dashing ankles, all he could think was what a man of honor Erazzmo was. Only Pappy Vampiro 
could compare. Now, this Finnigan fool was forcing him, Stan, a child of the night, to fight 


against the forces of chaos in order to get that honorable man home safely. The thought of 
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abandoning Erazzmo never occurred to Stan. The Tetris master must be saved. But with 
Finnigans’ talent, and his magnificent Chaos Tuba — why, the man could destroy everything! 
The good that might be accomplished was inconceivable. This world could be wiped clean. 
Even now, just look at those normies scamper! What could make a seemingly intelligent being 
like Finnigan turn against honor? Stan hated it. If only he could have the creative talent of 
Finnigan, the skill and honor of Erazzmo, and the intellect and sassy joie de vivre of San. Put all 
that inside Stans’ dark Vampiro heart, and he could remake the world. He could shower 
everything in chaos, and usher in a new era of noble warrior escapades, where life was about 


respecting death, and the Hunt made these chumps strong at last! Oh — oh, the possibilities... 


“That Chaos Tuba tune really fucked with Count Choculas’ head,” said San as the group 


ran along through the streets. ““We better get to destroying that psychoprism, fast.” 


“T think it was more than just the dark tune,” said ‘Roy, huffing along at the rear. “The 


boy aint never been fully right in the head.” 


“Roy,” said San, “are you doing okay? This is a lot of running all around. You can go 


back-“ 


“Yahweh a’mighty, child! You don’t imagine a tough old Mexican Jew like myself 
would get put out of the action just by some brisk jogging? At my age, all-the-more need of the 


exercise.” 


“Look,” said Mella, pointing with her wrist crossbow preparatorily set on her arm. 


“That’s pretty weird, isn’t it? Maybe we’re not too far!” 


They had reached the town center. Darkness was fast falling, the gaudy lights twinkling 


with a brittle light that pierced through the dry night air. The casinos, the whorehouses, the 
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psychoactive emporiums — the lights were on, but nobody, or at least nobody sane, was home. 
At the very center of it all was a great roundabout with the Caysarz Fountain, an ancient, 
crumbling monument that hadn’t spouted water in two centuries, kept reverentially preserved 
amidst the actively changing surroundings, in order to remind one-and-all of the ancient roots of 
this place. Now, the Caysarz Fountain spouted once again. But it wasn’t water that plopped 
forth in that steady, gelatinous gush. Without mercy or remorse, that pungent font extruded an 
endless quantity of jizz-soaked socks, never a matching pair together — extruded them noisomely 


from every nasty hole! 


“Sweet buttsuckers alive,” exclaimed San. “The Lost Sock Dimension is overflowing!” 


“Say,” said Dace, “speaking of socks, I wore some nice black socks today, but now 
they’re not on me anymore.” He looked down in consternation at his feet, naked in their now- 


smelly shoes. “Where’d they go?” 


Everyone else who wore socks looked down at their own feet, then one anothers’. “T’ll 


be hornswoggled,” said Jenks. “Mine are gone too. Everyones’ are gone!” 


“No surprise there,” a high, wicked voice chirped. Everyone looked up. Now, a 
malevolent-featured gremlin was poised atop the highest point of that unendurable fountain- 
mess. “Yeah, they paid us good money, and we took all ya’ socks fer jizz rags. In faaaaact-“ he 
turned around and stuck out an inconceivably indecent derriére- “I STUCK MINE RIGHT UP 


MY ASS!” 


“Okay,” said Dace, “I’m ready to find and destroy the prism now.” 


Dingus horked a bunch. “Erazzmo,” he said out loud to himself, looking downward. 


“Please come home. It smells like jizz over here.” 
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“Listen, li’] buddy,” said Bob, cracking his knuckles. “The old ‘jizz-soaked rag up the 
wazoo’ ploy is pretty effective on most types. But it’s just your bad luck that in this group, 
there’s a demon who was raised on the standing-water of Hell. That’s me, of course. Your 
stinks don’t mean shit to this old boy, and a little rotting jizz never hurt anybody. Mammy 
always said it was good for character. So start spilling the beans on the psychoprism location, or 
I’m gonna have to go over there and start breaking bones.” His smile was like a dozen upraised 


white, square boulders. His face fly buzzed in happy anticipation. 


“You’re gonna have ta catch me, fucker,” the gremlin declared with glee. Turning 
around, he expelled the sock in an indescribable light-brown mass which sank into the increasing 
pile of putrid horror, and brownish rocket blast flames flew right outta his bunghole as he shot 
into the air. Bob’s wings popped gruesomely out of his back and he wasn’t far behind, but not 
before Dan had also shot upwards. “You better fear the Manbat,” he yelled after the miscreant. 


“Tl destroy all psychoprisms, for the sake of justice!” 


The airborne weaving was something to behold. The gremlin had the disadvantage of 
going up against two canny opponents, who could work to corner him. On the other hand, he 
was much smaller than either of them, particularly the demon, and despite his seemingly 
awkward method of aerial travel, he was quite zippy. The three flyers made mad patterns all 
across the city-central plaza. It was a losing game for the sock gremlin, and he knew it, unless he 
could bring the chase to somewhere more contained, somewhere he could take full advantage of 
the size difference. He zipped towards the colorful fagade of the renowned Madame 


Tweakerouse Whore Emporium, its’ many neon lights blinking enticingly. 


In through an upper window, the little rocket-farter crashed without hesitation. Gaudily 


made-up men, women and the like, most of them undressed, many of them uncleaned, with giant 
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and sagging body-parts, scampered in every direction, hiding amongst the many racks of fabrics. 
In short order, Bob and Dan barreled in through the same entrance, widening it considerably, 
blasting through and making the area a chaos of rubble, strewn fabric and tumbling harlots. 
They followed the farting felon through the locker rooms, breaking plumbing as they recklessly 
rushed after him. A flying piece of toilet nearly struck the screaming elder harlot. “Watch out, 
Madam!” Dan yelled back without losing speed. Through the booths the gremlin dodged, 
surprising many a greasy flabmeister and his ten-cred servicer. These types were knocked aside 
recklessly, often in the act of coitus. “I was balls-deep in a hot slag!” screamed one patron. For 
reward, he was knocked helplessly to the side again, tumbling into more furniture as Bob and 


Dan chased the agile gremlin back in the opposite direction. 


Down into the hot-tub chamber the chase continued. Scores of floozies, of all manner of 
genders, flounced languidly in those appealing, yet unsanitary, bubbling waters. The 
hyperfarting sock-gremlin burst in with renewed fuel, and his aggressors weren’t far behind. The 
place became a swamp as water and harlots alike flew hither and yon, making for a squeaky, 
screamy, bubbly, muggy spectacle of wetly-flapping “naughty bits” and shoving damp bodies. 
Not a stitch of clothing was anywhere, but this was not the musclewitch type of nudity — these 
folks were intensely self-conscious. All-the-more frustrating to be cast floppingly aside in this 
mad scramble. The now-damp chase took to the in-house whorehouse bar, where the finest hard 
drinks and nose-candy were being served. After the three wild flyers barreled through, untold 
creds-worth of merchandise was scattered everywhere. A big multi-gendered harlot threw a 
bottle at the invaders in exasperation. It flew wide, instead hitting a big, unibrowed lady square 


on the chest. “Oh, you done’s done it,” the massive figure intoned. Soon, there was an all-out 


915 


bar brawl, the first ever instance of such a loss of discipline in the history of the Madame 


Tweakerouse Whore Emporium. 


Just through the bar was the ornate grand entrance. There, uninvited and unwelcome, the 
rest of the crew had planted themselves. The gremlin skidded to a halt in midair when he saw 
the trap he was in. In desperation, he darted to the side, towards the downstairs bathroom. Stan 
was there in a flash, reaching out towards the increasingly nervous sock-nabber. He got a grip 
on an oily leg. Bob and Dan tumbled into the both of them, coming at full speed from the 
opposite direction. Everyone flew tumblingly down the corridor. The gremlin, at the end of his 
rope, attempted to conjure a portal on-the-spot to take the group back to his own dimension, 
where he might have a chance at gaining reinforcements. It was useless. All he succeeded in 
doing was dislodging the spatial integrity of the already damaged building, causing masonry to 
rain down on their heads. A full sink fell atop Stans’ hyperhard cranitum. Despite some slight 
remaining sensitivity in his bullet wound, his training made the blow merely annoying. An 
entire two floors crashed on his head, and it smarted slightly. One, two, three toilets, a safe, a cat 
and two dogs, two large canvas paintings, an elephantine harlot, several barbells, a set of fine 
china, and a collection of vases all somehow converged to strike directly where Stan was still 
wobblingly standing. Finally, something gave out. He could have withstood it all, but it was too 
soon after the bullet had been caught in his forehead. That weak spot allowed the force of the 
many items to penetrate. He made a final effort to remain conscious, but of course, this was 
futile. For the first time in a life of heavy blows, Vampiro Stan found himself being knocked 


clean out. 


A man swam into Stans’ vision. 
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“Who are you?” Stan asked blearily. “Where am I? I feel like I’m waking up from a 


long dream.” 


“Your dream isn’t over quite yet, friend,” said the man. “You’re in the Underconscious, 
where you often hang out. I’m a ghost, long dead. But I have something I thought I ought to tell 
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you. 


“Oh, a ghost. Like Zeke.” 


The man laughed. “Ah, yes. Zeke, that irascible old fox. I suppose we are rather alike. 
We’re from the same era, in any case, though I’m from a far-off land, as you can perhaps tell. 


My name’s Gunpei Yokoi.” 


“T’ve never heard such an exotic name before. What is it you want from me, Gunpei 


Yokoi?” 


“Only a listening ear. Because I think I owe you an explanation. An apology, even. You 
see, I was a very great force in the gaming landscape of my day. A major innovator, if I may be 
so bold. But there was an inventor whose one innovation - a single vital creative revelation that 
defined his life - was so great that it made my jaw drop open in sheer envy. An incredible 
inventor. His name was Alexey Pajitnov, and he was the most honorable man I ever knew, 
though I only ever spoke with him briefly. He came from a strange, barren, frozen land, filled 
with people of barren and frozen hearts. But his honor made him shine warm and bright. In the 


year that we numbered nineteen and eighty-four, that man invented the game of Tetris.” 


“Absurd. Tetris invented during the Time of the Hungry Ghosts? Surely the game comes 


from before that.” 
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“No. Think about it. The sequential nature of the descent of the tetrominoes is perfect 
for a computer game. Before our era, computing barely existed. Alexey was inspired by a 
childhood game using pentominoes, but that would have been too complicated. His genius was 
to bring such a simple, yet bottomlessly deep, thing to life on a computer, in a way in which 
every component was integral. The mutually-integral nature of multiple seemingly chaotic parts. 


Nothing is more exquisite. It’s beyond imagining.” 


“Yes, yes, I know all that. What part did you play in all this?” 


‘A very humble one, but I’m proud to have played any part at all. I produced the port of 
Tetris to my companys’ main machine. But it wasn’t even the most popular version our 
company produced. That was on our portable gaming device, the device which many would call 


my single greatest achievement. But I digress, as I always tend to. 


“We got the rights to make the game in-house, after endless haggling and businessman 
maneuvers. The early history of the game was wild. Who knows how many people got their 


kneecaps broken over the ownership fights?” 


“Trying to claim ownership of Tetris? While the man who invented it was still alive? 


Ridiculous.” 


“Of course, but I can’t even begin to explain the ravenous evil of my greed-stricken era. 
The convoluted nonsense would drive you up the wall! Suffice to say that when I sat down with 
my people to work on the thing, I was more honored than ever. And then we, I, decided to do 
something that - though I didn’t know it at the time - threw all honor out the window. We 
wanted to make our version as exciting as possible. The machine we were porting the game to, 


was incredibly popular, synonymous with ‘video games,’ or especially dynamic and accessible 
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computer games, in the early era of the form, after its’ first infancy. It is for this reason —the 
overabundant availability of our products, rather than any unusual level of quality — that our 
version of the game became known as “classic Tetris,” and became the format of choice for 


many tournaments, thus being endlessly practiced by those who wanted to display their prowess. 


“In eight centuries and more of wild and impossible upheavals, the Tetris tournament has 
remained a near-constant. In eight centuries and more, nobody has found what we had hidden 
within the numbers of the games’ program. That job was the most ingenious, by far the most 
diabolically duplicitous of any work I ever had a hand in. You were right all along, Mister 
Vampiro Stan. So-called classic Tetris is not truly random. It seems so to even the most expert 
mathematical mind, but your intuition ferreted out the truth. We made nearly impossible-to- 
detect measures so that you might get the worst possible scenario of pieces at the worst possible 
time, inundating you with an impossible task. We deemed this to be the most thrilling, most 
addictive way to make the game. But for it to really work the way we envisioned, we knew we’d 


have to keep up the conceit of true randomness. 


“In so doing, we threw all honor out the window. I threw all honor out the window. 
Stan, never take honor for granted. Never give in to the chaos, no matter how alluring. I died, in 
a horrible accident, without ever being able to redeem that loss of honor. How many nights, that 
I lay awake? Thinking about the game, the way that its’ sportsmanlike conduct was 


compromised? No matter how alluring the chaos might be, honor is all we have...” 


“Son of a bitch. I knew it all along. I should strangle you, ghost, for what you’ve done to 
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“No. I know the feeling, believe me, and you’re fully justified in it. But it’s too late. 
Normal people can’t comprehend the Underconscious, where you swim regularly, and if you tell 
them about our meeting, they’ Il say, and think, it was all only a delusional dream, thought- 
droppings. But that’s not important. You know the truth. I see the honor within you, young 
man. Never take it for granted. Never forget about it, for as long as even the tiniest ember burns 


within your chest. My fire is faded. But the dreams- Tetris dreams will never die...” 


“Wait, ghost.” But it was too late. In strange blue smoke, the apparition had spread itself 
about in habitual dissolution. Stan was left at the bottom of what he now realized was the 
Underconscious, the place all the untouchable old dreams sink to, to live forever in their own 
integrity. It was his place, he understood. Now he floated there, alone, in the illimitable dark. 

In the ethereal night of lost dreams, he felt relaxed, felt that he could hold onto some modicum of 
peace. To stay here for the moment, even not knowing exactly what was going on above, was a 


situation he was perfectly fine with. 


17. Death Race Eight Hundred 


As Bob held the gremlin by its’ spindly arms, San rammed her knee mercilessly into its’ saggy 


gonads. 


“Come on, now,” said Ciabatta calmly. “There’s no sense holding out. I know this city 


like the back of my hand. We’ll find the psychoprism sooner or later. With or without you...” 


“Alright, God damn it,” the gremlin said tiredly. “You win. We transposed it inside the 


Caysarz Fountain.” 
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“And now,” said Jenks, “you’re gonna transpose it right back out. Aint none of us going 


near that God damn fountain.” 


Dace continually patted Stans’ forehead with a cool wet rag. “Come on, buddy,” he said. 


“We need ya, probably more than you realize. Don’t duck out on us quite yet.” 


Dingus looked down at Stans’ prone form with inscrutable eyes. “Sticking his neck out 


like that. Darn fool kid...” 


A whorehouse lackey came stepping tensely over towards the group. “We really must 


ask your party to leave-“ 


“So sorry, dearie,” said San. “I can’t afford to pay whatever damages the Madame 
Tweakerouse bureaucrats might dream up, but take this.” She reached into her hat and pulled out 


a pile of creds, handing it to the haggard employee. 


““Why- why thank you. This is quite generous. Still, considering that the damages your 
people have accumulated might well go beyond computation, I suggest you make yourself 


scarce.” 


“Of course, dearie. This doesn’t involve you, and I suggest you don’t share it with them, 
but between you and I - we could flatten any thugs the management could send our way without 


effort. But we make a point of taking responsibility for our actions. Within reason, of course.” 


The group strode out of the establishments’ festive grande entrance, the gremlin leading 
the way, with Bob and Dan watching him closely on either side, and Mella in the rear. The 
muscular Stan lay serene in her arms, like a gigantic babe. The plaza was still fairly bare, the 


threat of insanity combining with the intolerable smell coming from Caysarz Fountain to 
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discourage high-spirited sightseeing at this time. The sock gremlin trudged across the 
cobblestones, towards the fountain. He looked back at his captors. He sighed. Finally, he 
waved his arms and said the Words. The fountain was now utterly coated in jizzy sock, 
plastered, to the point where further outward flow was extremely sluggish. Slowly, a big 
psychoprism, even larger than the one in the tower on the wall, emerged. It floated towards the 
imp, but before it could get close, Bob grabbed it with his massive hand, undeterred by its’ 


horribly soiled condition. He looked over at San. “What should I do with this, baws?” 


“Tt’s a damn shame to have to destroy so many unique artefacts,” San said. “But they’ve 


just been much too corrupted. Go ahead and crush it, there really is nothin’ else for it.” 


“Gotcha.” Closing his fist, Bob pulverized the strange stone without effort. 
Immediately, the air cleared. The socks returned to their dimension, simply fading. The gremlin 
did the same, screaming midway through at what was undoubtably a horrific spectacle in the 
newly-crowded Lost Sock Dimension. In the distance, giant building-eating furry tetrominoes 
seemed to shrink and shrivel, as if caught in an invisible flame. Even larger than these obvious 
changes, was the difference of feeling, the difference of vibe that now came to the city. The 


calm after the storm, it was a basic normative tranquility that was ordinarily taken for granted. 


“T never thought,” said Dace, “that the heart of Vegizz would seem normal to me.” 


“Don’t speak too soon,” said Jenks. “Hear that?” 


Everyone stopped and listened. Sure enough, there was a sound in the distance, but it 
was no alien ululation. The oddness wasn’t in the sound itself, but the quantity of such sounds. 
Approaching at a rapid clip, an army of skating wheels were setting the pavement athunder with 


their rolling. 
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The group stepped between the fountain and the approaching rollers, Mella hanging back 
with her still-unconscious load. Jenks stepped out in front, gripping Iliosax, eyes sparking with 
action-readiness. “Jenks,” said Ciabatta, “don’t get too carried away. Those bladers are bad 


kids, but in the heat of the moment-“ 


“Don’t worry,” said Jenks. “I’d never kill a kid, if it can possibly be helped. But I won’t 
take no guff lying down, neither. Nor will any of my crew, I can tell you. That doesn’t mean we 
can’t listen and give the kids a fair hearing, if they want to use sense for once. Let’s just see 


what this is all about.” His lips spoke reason. His eyes spoke fire. 


They thundered toward the group, dozens-upon-dozens of slovenly and temperamental 
teens on blasphemously arranged wheels. They looked wild and violent. Yet whether they 
would attack or speak, was not evident. One thing was clear. They had brought the numbers. 
Every filthy blader from the greater Vegizz region must have been there. A nondescript blader, 


surely not the leader, but perhaps a capo of some sort, began rolling towards Jenks. 


“That’s close enough, God damn it,” Jenks thundered with bloodcurdling controlled 


menace. 


“Hold on,” a voice came. “Hear me out.” 


“Huh?” Jenks looked around. “That voice sounds familiar.” 


“Tt sure does,” said Ciabatta, consternation written strong and hard across his face. 


The ranks of bladers parted. From the opening emerged a platoon of roller skaters, surely 


nearly every member at the clubhouse. At their head, Karleton rolled. “The bladers aren’t here 
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to cause trouble this time,” they said. “We’ve talked with each other. And they’ve come to 


some important realizations.” 


Ciabattas’ face reddened as he scanned the ranks of roller skaters. “What’s gotten into 
you damn rascals!? You think you can just roll right into a warzone like this, surrounded by bad- 
influence kids, and you’ll be perfectly safe? I told you to stay put. It’s far, far too dangerous out 


here. What would your folks have to say? They need you in one piece!” 


“We understand that,” said Karleton. “You’ve taught me so much about strategy and 
critical thinking, Dr. Ciab. The plain fact of the matter is that, as-long-as this crazy war is going 
on, none of us are safe. We don’t want to get hurt, but this is not the time for you to look a gift 
horse in the mouth. We want to join you on your adventure, to do what we can. And we’ve 
gotten help from some interesting folks. They’ve been able, in an amazingly short amount of 
time, to modify the roller-wear of everyone, adding mini-rockets that let us reach much higher 


speed — after taking careful consideration of road safety, of course.” 


“Mini-rockets?” Ciabattas’ face was as red as ever. “Don’t talk such nonsense, child. 


Who would have the expertise?” 


“Now, don’t get mad or overreact,” said Karleton, “when you see who it is. They’re 


nervous enough. Okay, guys, come on out...” 


Out from behind some bladers, familiar faces inched tentatively. Gus, Collins and 
Keving all rolled forward, their visages scrunched up in the manner of one who’s about to be 


struck. 
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“Son of a female dog,” bellowed Ciabatta. “Have you taken leave of your wits!!? You 
think it’s just a grand old idea to invite CentralGov spies to install dangerous devices into your 


wheels?” 


“Tt’s okay,” came a clear voice. “I sniffed it out and told them the spies had really turned. 


They can be trusted now.” 


“Who-“ Ciabatta looked around, a new expression dawning. Yes, he did recognize that 


voice. 


Out from the ranks, a large and mighty figure rolled, gliding along on roller skates of 
amazing grace and sumptuous dynamic rhythm, movement so slick and fast it was like skating 
on ice. Powerful legs spun around, swanlike and regal, and the eye wandered up to a bright, 
iconic yellow speedo. To call the abs above that speedo “shredded” would have been much too 
informal. The musculature of the body was perfect by any standards, the training flawless. It 
was a body for the ages. The mighty chest was like some indestructible bellows, big, barrel-like, 
profound. The arms looked like they were made to lift the world, and they moved with perfect 
balance as he glided along. The head was adorned with a signature floppy yellow beach hat. 
The large, brown eyes looked out with watery wisdom, canny and sharp to a fault. The snout 
was wet and healthy, the entire face and head having the exact features of a dachshund. This 
man was one hundred percent dogface in his ethnic makeup, and flamboyantly proud of it. He 


rolled to a stop, surveying the Destitute party with a penetrating gaze. 


Drip Dry Eyes had arrived. 
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He spotted San at the same moment she spotted him. Both heroes lost their composure at 
once. All thought of public presentation gone, they rushed towards one another, and met 


halfway in an embrace at once warm-and-tender, and hot-and-heavy. 


Jenks whistled. Ciabatta let out a ““Whoooo!” The teens all laughed gayly. 


“Drippy, dearie,” said San. “I told you not to come. With your hot-celeb profile, you can 


only attract more attention.” 


“T know, babe,” said Drip Dry Eyes. “But I have it on good authority that things have 
passed that point. When you’re destroying a city wall, it’s already public. It was my 
Southwestern correspondent who let me in on the latest. You can thank him for making me 
worry enough to reroute my tour, but now I’m glad I did. We need to all pitch in on this thing.” 


He leaned in and whispered, “Do you know how hard it is not to lick your face right now?” 


“Don’t make this even more humiliating than it has to be,” San hissed back. More 


loudly, she said, ““Who’s your Southwest correspondent? Oh- of course, it’s gotta be Chuck.” 


“That’s right, San.” Chuck Dazzlar, son of the Southwest and hero of the god 
Yabadazzlar, stepped forward. Already mighty before the outrageous events of two years ago, 
he was now looking even fitter than ever thanks to the tutelage of Drip Dry. He wore sparkling 
golden briefs, signifying his commitment to the golden heart of his sky god, and his fealty to the 
Desertate Council. A modest, but not prudish, blouse covered a sumptuous pair of double-d 
knockers, the result of a wild occurrence and not of his own choosing. Despite this, he had 
grown to accept and respect these luscious chesticles as a part of his own being. His chiseled, 
handsome face glowed with a warm smile. “It’s always a pleasure to see you. And I have to 


say, Dace baby, you are really doing something with this band you got here. I mean, come on!” 
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“Oh,” said Dace modestly, “don’t even talk about it, Chuckie ol’ pal. I’m the least talent 


here. Frankly I’m in way over my head.” 


“We all are,” said Ciabatta. He turned back to Karleton. “Okay. So you got Drip Dry 
Eyes and Chuck Dazzlar, to boot. That’s pretty good. I can see that I’m outnumbered. Listen. I 
admit that I’ve been looking for an excuse to get out of this town and back on the road. But let’s 
be clear on something. Wherever we’re headed, it’s gonna be dangerous. And when I tell you, 
you’re just gonna have to retreat. There may be some stuff that not even all of us put together 
can handle. And if there’s any doubt about what to do, run. Got that? And be damn cautious 
with those rocket-skates. Never even think about taking off your helmets and padding, and 
watch very carefully — one stray rock you didn’t notice could cost you. If we go out on this trip, 
everybody helps everybody else. Always stop for a comrade. Oh, I don’t know why I bother.” 


Despite his very best efforts, Ciabattas’ face lit up with an ear-to-ear smile. 


San led Drip Dry and Chuck to the rest of the group. “I need to introduce you to 
everyone,” she said, “but we have one little problem. Vampiro Stan, our guitarist who’s also 
known as ‘Count Chocula,’ has been knocked out cold. It hasn’t been long, and we don’t think 


it’s anything serious, but we haven’t been able to get a peep outta him.” 


“Vampiro Stan?” Drip Drys’ brow knitted. “It would be a grave day, and not only for 


the future of the pro wrestling world, if anything were to happen to that hardy. Take me to him.” 


“Right over here, Mister Eyes!” shouted Mella, bearing forth Stans’ slack form. 


“Thank you, lovely,” said Drip Dry. “You wouldn’t happen to be Mella Oddboggy, the 


explosive drummer everyones’ been talking about?” 


“Oh,” said a blushing Mella, “um, yeah, suuuure!” 
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“T can’t wait to hear you play someday soon. But now-“ he looked down into Stans’ 
face, licked his maw, sniffed. Again, sniffed. “Stan,” he said to the slack face. “It is I, Drip Dry 
Eyes. I sniff strange things about you, but I know you’re in there somewhere. On your honor, 
come back to us! Don’t shirk your duties in this time of need! I implore you, one warrior to 


another.” 


A long, drawn-out moment ensued. Nobody moved a muscle. Every ear was tensed for 
sound of alteration in Stans’ breath, every eye tensed for sight of Stans’ movement. Just as it 
appeared Drip Drys’ pleas had met with no success, there was a barely perceptible stirring. 
Mella carried Stan over to the fountain, now bone-dry and with no trace of the former horrors 
that had emanated from it. She carefully lay him down on the edge, keeping his head propped 
up, as he began to open his eyes. Slowly, deliberately, he moved up into a sitting posture. “The 


battle...” he muttered. “Has it been won?” 


“Yes, seemingly so,” said Drip Dry, “though I arrived too late to join in the fray. But the 


war is far from over.” 


Stan looked up. “Drip Dry Eyes. You old dog. I can’t tell you how good it is to see you 


again.” 


“Don’t speak too soon. You might get tired of me. I’m coming with you.” 


“There’s hardly any room left in the Flight de Ville...” 


“No need to worry. These rocket skates suit me just fine.” 


“Rocket skates?... Wait a minute...” Stan looked blearily around him, and realization 


began to dawn. He allowed himself a brittle laugh. “The gang really is all here.” 
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“And then some,” said San. “And if you’re feeling like you can move around, I say we 
leave as soon as possible. Even tonight. We don’t have any more time to waste. We’ve got to 
get to that Mexican Jewish Archive, before CentralGov does. Now that Finnigan has Erazzmo, 


the stakes have never been higher.” 


“But hon,” said Drip Dry, “you can’t expect all these growing young people to travel 
without a good nights’ rest? If my intel is correct, you guys are slated to head towards the Great 
Pacific Coastline. Between here and there, lies one of the most fearsome natural obstacles in 
these Great States. The Valley of Death stretches for hundreds of miles in all directions, ready to 
swallow up any travelers in the bony embrace of its’ Hellish dry warmth. To avoid it, we’ll have 


to go all the way down to North Pueblos City, or all the way up to the Great Red Woods.” 


“T could grab a water tower on the way out,” suggested Bob. “Then I could just dole it 


out to everybody as we went. That might help.” 


“Such community vandalism,” said Ciabatta, “is despicable. But even the Flight de Ville 
on its’ own would have a hard time with the dire journey over the Valley of Death. We might 


have no choice.” 


“No choice?” Stan muttered the words. “No choice. This is always how it begins.” And 


then, once again, everything went black. 


In the Blackness, they breed. 


On their blankness, they feed. 


Through the brambles, and the shambles, 
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They bleed and bleed. 


And they bled. 


The numbers of the homeless, of the shiftless, impoverished, degenerate, without aim, 
searching in vain for some savor within their shattered surroundings, swelled and swelled. They 
blanketed the land, and they bled their bitter tears of hearts’ blood, to no avail. They took up the 
many places. But eventually, the people stopped making such places, they stopped being the 


architects of ruin, and instead, for a time, they simply became the architects of nothing. 


The homeless cast about. Some were able to pull themselves out of their dire situation, to 
be sure. Many were not. A scant few, proudly unlike the others, were utterly committed to an 
existence of uttermost degeneracy. These started to gather. In the mainstream society around 
them, things were calming down after nearly two centuries of unparalleled excess. The world 
was returning to its’ default quiet state, heading into the centuries in which the many strange 
mutation-seeds of that frantic time would be allowed to germinate, un-meddled with. The hobos 
who wished for nothing but degeneracy, labelling themselves “‘one-percenters,” determined to 
creep off to some unknown corner of the world, where they could be forgotten and take full 
advantage of the lack of scrutiny from outside. They would create an obscure kingdom where all 
would have all rights, and none would have any rights, where the only certain proof of right, 
would be the wearing of the crown of might. They would create the kingdom they had been 


dreaming of. 


The location they chose, of course, was Santa Catalina Island. 
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They arrived. In myriad small ships, they arrived. They scuttled the craft as soon as they 
made landfall. Not even one was saved. Ignoring the pathetic ruins of the tacky little town, they 
made their way deep into the dusty hills, scrambling on hands and feet across the landscape, 
burdened only with their filthy, rapidly disintegrating rags-for-clothes and backpacks filled with 


several lifetimes’ supplies of hard drugs. Nothing else was brought. Everything was left behind. 


They scrambled, and they came to the hidden crooks and crevasses of the deep interior. 
At last, they came upon a hill. The hill sang to them. It called to them. They found an opening, 
a short passage leading into uttermost blackness. They entered. And in the deep blackness, they 


engaged in uttermost degeneracy beyond conception. 


Time passed, how much or how little, who can even begin to guess. Day came, night 
came, but nothing changed on the island outside the hill. No sound issued forth, no odor, no 
faintest hint of life or activity of any kind. One would think, at some point, that with no obvious 
source of food or fresh water, with no clear way to dispose of sewage, and an overabundance of 
opportunities to overdose on recreational drugs, every last one-percenter must surely have 


perished. 


More time passed, how much or how little, who, as before, can even begin to guess. 
Again, nothing seemed to change. But then, a gradual shift did occur, so minor it was almost 
unnoticeable at first. The top of the hill where the one-percenters had entered their fateful 
kingdom, was beginning to lose some of its’ height, to grow flatter. Then, there was a slight 
declivity, an indentation as from some invisible force. It became more noticeable, little by little. 
And all at once, something snapped. There was a release of Earthen pressure as the entire hill 
crumbled and collapsed in on itself. The dust began to settle, and it seemed that things would be 


quiet again. 
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Then, from the depths, a deep groaning came. The groaning continued, it was held, it 
was drawn out, it quivered bassily into every fiber of the world. And where the hill had been, the 
Earth itself collapsed down, down, Earth consuming Earth. A great cavity now sat in the center 
of Catalina. But it was not over. The ground sank further, and an endlessly deep realm of ridges 
and ledges and spiraling alcoves and abutments was opened to the outside air, for the first time. 
In fact, the one-percenters had not perished in their kingdom, not through the thousand sweet 


injustices, not even when the hill collapsed. They lived, somehow, even then. Even now. 


And they had discovered the geography of descension. 


For some three mist-shrouded centuries, there was scant innovation in the lands once known as 
the United States, and few stories are told. Then, Brigdon Dukaukis was born. Little is known 
of the early life of that enigmatic man, who would go on to take history by the horns and enter 
the stage of legend. Tales say that he came from a backwater town not far south of the Great 
Red Woods. He amassed a fortune as he grew to adulthood. Then he began to amass followers, 
slowly at first. The people were drawn, not only to his charisma, but to his promises. They were 
promises of a future society with comfort and convenience outstripping anything seen before, not 


only for the wealthy, but for everybody. 


If the chroniclers are to be believed, he made good on those promises. The fledgling 
Dukaukis Empire seemed set to lead humanity into a new era of glory. Dukaukasian technology 
and culture began spreading far and wide. The frowzy cities were resurrected with Dukaukasian 


architecture. Would-be local tyrants came to fear the crack Dukaukis security troopers, with 
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their deadly mastery of taser weapons. The people praised the name of Brigdon Dukaukis. It 


seemed likely his empire would persist for a thousand years. 


Where will your capital be, Brigdon? Where will you put your base of operations? 
Perhaps somewhere warm and sunny. Somewhere that has plenty of undeveloped land. 
Somewhere that feels exclusive, that you have to take a ferry to, increasing the sense of 
anticipation. Near to five hundred years ago, next-to-nobody had been thinking about Santa 
Catalina Island. Now, the ruler stood at the lip of the mysterious crater, with such unnervingly 
precipitous sides. He surveyed. And he determined that he would call on his people, urge his 


beloved workers to join him in a great labor of city construction, a labor like none before it. 


They came in their thousands. 


For the first time in its’ history, the island was bustling with activity. Lord Dukaukis 
determined numerous spots where nature was to be “preserved” in the form of nature-gardens. 
His master builders brought up the issue of land usage. The island was spacious enough, but not 
an overly large area for a capital city to Earths’ mightiest empire. Was he planning on building 
great towers, to reach up into the real estate of the sky? “Certainly,” he said, as the legends go. 


“There will be great towers. But that’s only the beginning.” This response puzzled them greatly. 


He brought them to the crater at the heart of the island. And he pointed downward. 
“That,” he declared, “Is the direction of my vision. That is the direction you will build up the 
developments of Dukaukis City, my great capitol.” At this, the hearts of the master builders 
were filled with ominous signs. But they neither dared nor desired to gainsay their liege. They 


began planning at once. 
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These are the words they say to children over the fireplace, in order to put fear in their 


hearts. 


The Dukaukis Empire flourished. The strange, magnificent Dukaukis City was its’ crown jewel. 
For comfort and convenience, for privacy and security, for entertainment and the arts, for 
wholesomeness and productivity, it stood peerless throughout all the metropolises of humanity at 
that time. Towers did indeed reach towards the stars. But even more so, roots reached deep, 
deep into the ground. It seemed that the master builders of Dukaukis had mastered the depths of 


the Earth, had learned its’ very secrets. It seemed that they knew how to tame the deep darkness. 
They didn’t know shit. 


Far below, the one-percenters dwelt, ageless and corrupt, writhing in dark pools of chaos 


and injustice. And they waited. And they waited. 


And one day, an excavator was exploring a natural tunnel deep below the island, scouting 
spots for a potential minimall. It was there, in the darkness, that he came across a strange stone, 
the size of a miniscule human, with a stranger inscription on it. “People leave the weirdest junk 
in the most outta-the-way places,” he reflected, believing it was only strange garbage, and not 
some deliberate monument, that he had come upon. By the stone, there was a manhole covering. 
There should not have been any such thing down here, but it was evident that this cover did 
indeed cover up a hole, one designed for men. He would have to report the possibility of 
unauthorized lodgers. He knelt and, with the yellow beam of his helmet light, carefully read the 


stones’ inscription. 
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In the Blackness, we breed. 


On our blankness, we feed. 


Through the brambles, and the shambles, 


We bleed and bleed. 


The land prospector chuckled to himself. Those crazy kids, with their rock and roll and their 
gothic trappings. Always fishing for some kinda reaction outta people. What would they come 
up with next? He sure wasn’t that creative, he gave them that. Thinking little more of it, he 
decided to take a small calculated risk. A strong fellow, he heaved the manhole open a crack. 
Into the uttermost blackness, he yelled down, “HEY, IF ANYBODY’S DOWN THERE, I JUST 
WANNA WARN YA THAT THERE MIGHT BE AN EVICTION TEAM COMING AROUND 


SOON, SO YA SHOULD PROBABLY MOVE SOMEWHERE ELSE.” 


Then, the blackness struck him, carried him away in an overwhelming cloud. And he 


remembered nothing more, then or ever, of his former life. 


The box had been opened. 


Daily life ground on, and everything appeared, at least on the surface, to continue much as 
before. Oh sure, there was a rise in crime - unfortunate for a city that prided itself on a near-lack 
of crime. Oh sure, there were a few key drops in productivity, in spots along the supply chain. 


None of the problems that cropped up were insurmountable. We don’t live in a perfect world. 
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Problems simply have to be faced head-on. And so, things continued, and Dukaukis City 


continued to develop. 


But a malaise had set in. There was some dark force at work in the hearts of the people. 
And it wasn’t only the capital city. All through the empire, productivity began to drop. People 
began paying less heed to Dukaukasian officials, focusing more on their own local affairs. And 
then, one day, the Event took place. The problem is, nobody quite agrees on what happened, on 
what caused it. News of the capital simply stopped coming. Innovation fell dramatically. 
Within seventy-five years of the empires’ founding, people were already talking of it as if it were 
a thing of yesterday. And after ten more years, those few times anyone spoke of the capital, they 
were already using its’ historic name — “Lost Dukaukis.” Ifa relative had lived in Lost 
Dukaukis, they were simply considered “lost,” and conjectures were the only types of gossip that 
could be had on them. The whole thing took on an unsavory, whispered tone, and few spoke of 


it at any length. 


But fewer still had any idea of the true severity of the matter. The now-ancient Lord 
Dukaukis had sat in his tower high above the island, yelling invectives against the world and its’ 
citizenry, his mind a bag of mush. At the last moment, he had known it. Known that he was 
cursed by the spirits of those damnable underground hobos from the very beginning. They had 
been breeding in the blackness, writhing in sweet injustices and feeding on the pungent oblivion 
of their souls. Now, they bled again, and they would further the frontiers of descensions’ truly 
limitless geography. At the last second, he thought of the Mexican Jewish Archive, that well- 
preserved historic building that attracted so many smart history-minded visitors, that storehouse 


of knowledge which still had so much to offer humanity. “Take me,” he blurted to no one, “take 
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my city, take its’ damnable people- take them all, please!- but don’t take the Archive. 


”? 


Everything but the Archive 


But it was much too late. 


Everything fell. It was as if a hole had been made, going clear through the Earth and out 
the other side, and Dukaukis City were falling through it. But it was no simple hole. It was a 
descentionary expansion, organic and in realtime, an unfolding of a continuous interconnecting 
Rube Goldberg dark world of organic subterranean sin. It kept unfolding, kept descending 
downward, incredible tons of Earth shifting aside by the hand of some malefically anarchic, yet 


orgasmically mathematic, destiny. 


“All I wanted,” said Lord Dukaukis as he fell, “was comfort and convenience. Safety and 
security. Quality of life and forward-thinking innovation. Health and happiness. Who ever 


thought it would end like this?” 


And he passed away. And the City of Dukaukis fell, and was lost. 


In his swoon, Stans’ mind churned. 


“Really taken a lotta damage.” It was the voice of San. Stan was surprised how comforting he 
found it. “And then yesterday morning, the whole deal with those crooked witches. I’m 
ashamed we didn’t give him time to rest. Things have just been moving so fast. Everything 
constantly developing into something bigger, crazier, more and more people joining up. It’s 


been a whirlwind tour.” 
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The haze began to resolve itself. He was lying in the interior of the Flight de Ville. 
Everyone was looking down at him. Dace was carefully spooning canned beet juice into his 


mouth. When he saw Stans’ eyes open, he halted — “Looks like he’s coming to.” 


“Mwwuh,” said Stan. “I feel fine. What time is it?” 


“Just take it easy, Count,” said San. “We took you back to the room last night and turned 
in for an early rest. Now we’re all heading to the Great Pacific Coastline. And I do mean 


everybody.” 


Stan pulled himself up and peered out the window. He felt like he had just gotten up 
from a long nap. They were far above an utterly blank waste, like a flat ocean of ash. The heat 
of the sun seared his head. Below the cart but well above the ground, Bob and Dan sped through 
the air. Bob held a water tower in each hand. He was carefully dolling the water out, allowing it 
to fall in an artificial rain onto a tiny horde below that sped along apace with the flyers. From up 
here, they were like glistening ants, with tiny trails of flame coming from their rears. They sped 
along the desert in a dangerously close cluster, staying within the radius of Bobs’ offerings. 

Dan, hyperflappy near Bobs’ side and catching some moisture now and then, simply looked 


forward, scanning the horizon. 


“There are too many of them down there,” said Stan, pulling his head back into the cart. 


“How did they all get permission from their parents?” 


“Their parents,” said San, “joined them, on rocket-powered skates of their own. It’s 


madness.” 


He nodded, then scratched his head. “Say, where’s Johnny?” 
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The rest of the cart exchanged uneasy looks. 


“Stannie,” said San, “we need to talk.” 


“What’s with the funny-business vibes? I just figured Johnny would be napping on my 


chest like he usually does. Is he in the luggage compartment?” 


“Oh man,” said Dace. “This is so weird.” 


Dingus belched. 


“Why can’t we just tell him?” asked Jenks. 


“T’m going to, God damn it,” said San. “But it’s not that easy. There’s a proper way to 


do these things.” 


“How come there has to be a ‘proper way?’” Jenks persisted. “It’s a simple question.” 


San sighed. “Because of psychology stuff.” 


“T’m forced,” said Stan, “to agree with the distinguished Jazzmaster.” 


“T wish you’d just call me by my name,” said Jenks. 


“With friend Jenks. This is a simple and legitimate question, and the state of my 


psychology is not aided by the deferment of its’ answering.” 


San sighed again. “Look, dearie. Think back. Johnny was a gift from Satan. Such gifts 


usually come with a curse. Right?” 


“Sure,” said Stan. “Figured I’d cross that bridge when I came to it.” 
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“Very good, dearie. And what is the usual esoteric explanation for the origin of the 


phrase ‘Never steal anything moist’?” 


“Oh.” Stans’ mind worked. “I never took much stock in that old tale. Can hardly 
remember it actually. Something archaic about certain forms of moisture as a byproduct of some 


kinda alternate dimensional field or somethin’?” 


“Close, but not quite. You see, I’ve only pretended not to know anything about the 
matter. Moisture can be a byproduct, especially in infernal magics. But we’re talking about a 
much smaller enchantment than an alternate dimensional field. The ‘dimensional’ part refers to 
the explanation of the moisture coming from a sort of dimensional perspiration due to the 
infernal influence, but I don’t know if I buy that. All that’s really happening with the 
enchantment itself, though, is that it creates a field of specified delusionality around the object 
with the pseudo-perspiration on it. This field typically fully settles on whoever first touches the 
object, thereafter only extending slightly beyond their person. Such enchantments are often used 
as theft-prevention measures by diabolists, crafting such delusions as the idea that the purpose of 
the theft was always and only to return the property to its’ original owner, and to put oneself at 
said owners’ mercy. For pro thieves, it’s a deadly danger. But this sort of field can also be the 
natural byproduct of Satanic production, in conformance to the law of Nature that all diabolical 


gifts must come with some kinda curse.” 


“T assume,” said Stan, “that you’re getting to your point.” 


“T’ve gotten to my point, Stannie. Your Johnny had a delusional field of enchantment 
around it. Bob tried to warn you. Once you took hold of that little guitar, all that diabolical gift 


of playing that Satan had placed into it, was transferred into you. You’re a master guitarist, a 
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genius not simply at the skill but also at the art of string pluckin’, now and forevermore. No 
matter what instrument you pick up, if it’s at all like a guitar, it’11 sound good. But Johnny’s also 
a damn fine instrument. So you formed an immediate bond. Bob told me about how, at first, he 
was almost caught up in the illusion that Johnny was really alive. And ‘Roy really humored it, 
out of pity. You don’t know this, but I was actually in contact with him before we fought in 
Neooiseaux. He knew you’d end up sneaking off into town, but he was adamant that you spend 


more time training, insisted that you weren’t ready. He was probably right. 


“For the vulgar and weak-minded, it can be hard to tell the delusion from reality when 
they’re caught in your curse-field. None of us have wanted to spend too long too close to you. 
It’s really freaky when it seems like the guitar might move. One minute we’ll all be chucklin’ as 
youre playing around with it like a little toy, saying ‘go, Johnny, go, go!’, and then we get this 
weird feeling like maybe we are gonna be the ones acting like the guitar is totally alive. To you 


it’s completely real, but-“ 


Stans’ patience was being worn down by this nonsensical prattle. Now he sat bolt 
upright, facing San with a kind of unkempt fury. His brow betrayed the darkness of Dark Hearts. 
“Enough, woman! Enough of your incessant tall tales! Does this seem like the time for practical 
jokes and silly pranks? I think not. God-damn-and-fuck-it-all, I ask a simple question, and you 
get up on the bully pulpit and make a five-hour-long speech trying to- to delegitimize my 


friendship with dear Johnny, who has benefitted us all so much-“ 


“No Stan, I’m not delegitimizing-“ 


“When I just want to know where he is, if you’ve done anything with Johnny, woman, 


by the Dark Lords of the Serpent Pits ll wring your mother-fucking neck-“ 
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San grabbed Stan by his shoulders, those twin boulders of high brawn, and shook him 
jarringly. Her countenance was the epitome of ferocity. Even Stan could not fail to take pause at 
the opening of that abyss of no-bullshit concision, with pinpoint eyes that sliced through the very 
fabric of the dimensions, ringed about with tight lines of well-trained annihilation. “Stan. Listen 
to me, for fucks’ sake, for once in your little sausage-dip-shit life just listen. I know this is hard. 
It’s God damn hard. Anybody would struggle. But you have to maintain poise, maintain 


composure. 


“T was the one who said, perhaps wrongly, that we shouldn’t worry about trying to tackle 
your diabolical moisture delusions too quickly. Because I saw that Satan had given you a gift in 
its’ very cursing, that it’d found a way to circumvent Nature itself, as it always does in those few 
instances when it’s at its’ best, on top of its’ Hadean game. The Johnny delusion was giving you 
a way to live out the childhood you never quite had, out there in the hard badlands of the 
Mystical Southern Desert. You didn’t have time to be a kid, despite your honorable Pappys’ best 
efforts. Then he passed on, and it just got worse. But Johnny has been your avatar. You put 
your own childhood into that little fella, and it was like happiness for the first time in a long time 


for you. I didn’t want to take that from you. 


“But now it’s over, and you have to move on. We can get you another guitar. But they 
don’t just have your instrument, Stan. They have Erazzmo. They have your little video game 
friend, an actual human life. We can’t have you freaking out while somebodys’ life is on the 


line. Do you get it?” She looked at him sharply. 


“They have Johnny?” Stan looked lost for a moment. 
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“They grabbed the guitar,” said Jenks, “while we were all at the plaza dealing with that 
Incident with the Socks that We Should Never Talk About. Indigo agents, four of them, ones we 
haven’t dealt with before. Snuck in when everybody went off to meet us in the plaza, in the big 
roller skate parade. Took some other stuff too, the belts, mostly minor things. It coulda been 
worse. They got chased out before they got to the Flight de Ville, thank God, but the few kids 
that were there on guard duty, they weren’t fast enough to get the stuff back. Listen, we’ll get 


you another guitar. Don’t worry about it.” 


Stan looked at Jenks with big eyes. “They took Johnny,” he repeated. 


“They took Erazzmo,” Dingus said. “Stan, they took Erazzmo.” 


“Hooo boy,” said Mella. “Get ready for the freak out.” 


Frothing at the mouth, Stan reached towards the window, was restrained by San and 
Jenks. “JOHNNY,” he yelled, “HOLD ON. DON’T LET THEM TORTURE YOU TO 
EXTINCTION! ?M COMING SOOOOOOOOOOONE!” Tears streamed down his cheeks, 
snot streamed from his nose, as he yelled out to the broiling dry air. “FINNIGAN! WHEN I 
GET MY HANDS ON YOU, THERE WON’T BE AN ATOM, THERE WON’T BE A 


QUARK, THAT DOESN’T SUFFER. ’M COMING FOR YOU, FINIGAAAAAAAAAAAN!” 


Once again, everything went black. 


Dukaukis expired, and his spirit went upwards. Many of the people of the city expired too at that 
time, and their spirits went upwards as well, escaping that descending mausoleum before it 


closed its’ dread metaphorical doors on them. But most of the people fell with the city. They 
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fell, fell into the ever-deepening hole, and their spirits fell and were consumed with the 
consumed city, becoming inhabitants of a nether world which only knew the upper air as a myth 
and an occasional small luminous dot, far above. The cartography of the upper part of that world 
was like a funnel. It descended in grand ridges and nerve-wracking escarpments, until at last, it 
became more like a hole than a slope. And still, it spiraled downwards, like a spiraling staircase. 


Somewhere down there, the Library of the Ancients sat, forlorn. 


Above, to the sides of the hole, the island wasn’t much altered from the way it had been 
before. A bare few escaped, those who had business or illicit pleasure out of the way of the 
citys’ prying eyes. But something was changed. Their minds weren’t quite right. They had 
escaped the fall, but their souls had entered a kind of descent of their own. Three, perhaps four 
citizens of out of all the islands’ populace left, taking a single boat, sharing their experiences 
with scant few others for the rest of the lifetimes which they spent in trying to forget. These ones 
only fueled the speculation and legends. The rest, those who had neither fallen down nor gotten 
out, roamed around the perimeter like savage animals, honing their hunting instincts and 
disowning their humanity. After a while, the most psychotic warrior-adventurers from the 
mainland discovered that there was powerful combat to be had on Santa Catalina Island, 
opponents who were truly worthy in their remorseless ferocity and calculating ruthlessness. In 
time, the old city passed into legend, and dwellers on the coast simply referred to the place as 


Murder Island. 


Thus things went, on the Overworld. But that was the concern of the Overworld 
dwellers. To the denizens of the Great Catalina Cavity, a gaping hole aimed ever Heavenward, 
their home was the prime world, the alpha of all significance. The world beyond the island, for 


all of its’ busybody hullabaloo, was only the dreamlike secondary place, the beta world at best. 
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The citizens of the Cavity, infused, though they understood it not, with the spirit of the one- 
percenters, took to calling those from outside “betas,” and viewed them with an inherent and 


unavoidable disdain. Only the Cavity mattered. Descension was the only form of significance. 


And the society of that place grew. In its’ maggotous disease-infested malevolence, it 
grew like a herd o’ tumors, developing, honing its’ anti-skills for corruption and self-deception. 
New, rotten power structures took hold. The hobos were home again, back in the nests of filth 
they were used to, and their dark spirits rejoiced. In the blackness of the lower pits, they bred in 
greasy anguish and joy. They chomped on their own vacuity, consuming the shit sandwich of 
their blankness as the only fodder appropriate for them. They rejoiced, they laughed in their 
insanity, made this way by society, making society this way again in a masochistic feedback 
loop. And as the hunters stalked through the ruination and the thorny brambling growths of the 
dire perimeter of that most unwholesome of Earths’ isles, they exalted in their sin, and they 
finally felt that they were, perhaps, escaping the society that they themselves had helped to craft. 
And in the moist cavities of their internal cells of self-deception, they bled, and bled, and bled, 


and bled, and bled, and bled, and bled, and bled, and bled. 


There were a thousand-million passions in the hearts of those inhabitants. But the only 


thing that came through - the only thing they /et come through — was the filth. 


And they waited. 


18. Lord! A Mercy! 


“Watch out for snakes!” cried Drip Dry. 
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Bob was running low on water. The horde had skated through the night, and there were 
dark circles under the eyes of most. Now, there were terre verte hills on the horizon. Over those 
hills, the coastline wouldn’t be far off. But they had entered rattlesnake territory. The slithering 


bastards would be all around, amidst the yucca that dotted this region. 


The horde burst into the thick of it. Immediately, the snakes started flying, ambushing 
from all corners available. Everyone, kid and parent, had been trained for just such an occasion. 
Hundreds of knives flew out, carefully but quickly slicing this-way-and-that. The movements of 
the snakes were fast, but predictable. Soon, the rattling, slithering scum were in full retreat, and 


the Vegizz army was blasting onwards with practically no loss in speed. 


From afar, three dark dots appeared, kicking up dust as they zoomed across the landscape 
towards the skaters. The speedmules of those vehicles were clad in black metal armor, the 
wheels adorned with spikes. The dread carts crushed everything in their way. Open-topped, the 
large conveyances were packed like sardine-cans with Pythonians, clad in the same sort of black 
metal as their animals. They brandished ugly crossbows with nasty barb-tipped bolts, hissing as 


they approached their target. They had come prepared. 


But Bob was more prepared. As soon as they were in his range — and well before 
anybody was remotely within their range — he lobbed the now-empty water towers at the two 
vehicles on either side. His accuracy was perfect, their descent much too fast for the big, 
ungainly vehicles to dodge. With monumental twin thuds, the metal hulks impacted with the 
Earth, kicking up prodigious plumes of dust. All beneath them were utterly crushed, flattened 
and covered without a trace. Not an inch of vehicle or pythonian was spared, nor even the 


unfortunate speedmules. Everything was finito. 
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The center vehicle sped on, unfazed, aiming at the heart of the skating horde. Drip Dry 
Eyes, Chuck Dazzlar and Ciabatta all skated at the front, between the aggressors and the 
civilians. But the heroes would be within range of the nasty crossbows long before they could 


strike back. They prepared to dodge and evade. 


It would not be necessary. The Flight de Ville began lowering, swooping down towards 
the enemy. The pythonians aimed upwards, preparing to let loose a volley as soon as the 
skyborne speedmules came into range. Out of the hatch at the top of the passenger cab, Jenks 
popped his head, then his upper torso. He pulled Iiosax out with him. It glinted in the 
unendurable heat, and its’ shine seemed to absorb the overabundant solar energy like a power 
vortex. The air around it sizzled even more than the air elsewhere. Yet the instrument seemed to 
not be too hot for Jenks to hold comfortably. He closed his eyes, seemingly unhurried despite 


the situation. Still, the Flight de Ville barreled towards the hissing pythonians clustered below. 


Jenks touched his fingertips to the keys, put his mouth to the mouthpiece, and blew. 


The air boiled, in a waving line that jetted out from the bell and downwards, diagonally. 
In the hot heat of the blazing desert, the Jazzmaster was doing nothing to cool things off. He was 
only making things hotter. He blew, and the scorching sonic ray of too-hot-to-handle jazz noise 
intensified, flowing downwards like hot lava. It made its’ way through the air with heavy 
urgency. The pythonians looked up, hapless. There was no question of getting out of the way in 


time. This sizzling melody was coming for them. 


It arrived. The hissing screams were instant. The open-top cart was immediately set 
alight, flames licking upwards. The speedmules, in a mad panic, rushed forwards even faster, in 


a futile attempt to escape the furious blaze behind them. The warriors were being boiled in their 
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heavy metal armor, like some sort of eldritch and unsavory lobsters from a place it were best not 


to visit on even the most blasphemous holiday. 


And oh, how they writhed. Arms flailed. Snake eyes popped in the heat. Crossbows 
burned down to cinders, their barbed bolts, implements which were meant to take young lives, 
dropped and forgotten on the desert floor. The blazing chariot sped on, and the pythonian 
warriors that were able, began to jump ship, attempting in their last moments to ‘stop, drop and 
roll’ in the sandy dirt. It was too late. Soon, their smoking husks lay inert where they fell, curled 


and withered. 


The speedmules sped on, and finally their tethers were burnt clean through, allowing 
them to escape. The crowd of skaters parted to let the wildly fleeing beasts through, to speed off 
into the wilderness of the Valley of Death, from which there was no return. The blazing cart, 
with the few remaining pythonians upon it fast becoming nothing more than smoldering embers, 
finally rolled to a halt. Its’ structural integrity snapped in one crackling moment, and it was 
nothing more than a smoking and smoldering pile of scrap-wood and overheated bolts, to be 


easily dodged around by the passing travelers. 


With an intake of breath, Jenks ducked back into the wagon. “That was horrible,” he 
said. “I hate it that it’s come to this, that they’re making us do all this violence. What does 


CentralGov get outta harming a bunch of kids?” 


“You did good,” said San consolingly. “I wish I knew the answer. If I’d have thought in 
a million years that they’d be throwing optics out the window so readily, when all they’ve done 
lately is try to pander to the masses, I woulda never let those skating goofballs come along. 


They’re not here to fight. We don’t need any child soldiers. But somehow, we’ve drastically 
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misread CentralGov. Either it turns out they don’t actually care about optics- which I find hard 


to believe- or they’re just that confident we’ll never be able to tell our tale...” 


Stan snorted in his sleep. “Looks like ol’ Count Chocula is still with us,” she said. “We 
can stop this evening and get some real food. That should help everyones’ spirits, and maybe put 


some life back into the group.” 


“Muuubuh.” Stan opened his eyes, gradually sat up. “How ya doin’, chief?” asked Dace. 


“In the Blackness, they breed,” Stan responded matter-of-factly, his eyes glazed with a 


strange, intense light. 


“That’s one answer,” said Dace. 


“Watch out,” said Jenks. “We got a poetry reading going on here. Hip.” 


“On their blankness, they feed,” Stan continued. 


“Wowww,” said Mella, “that’s a nice poem, but it’s kinda freaking me out.” 


Dingus belched heartily. 


“Through the brambles, and the shambles, they bleed and bleed,” said Stan in a forceful 


whisper, and his face now smoldered with a cryptic intensity. 


Mella jumped backwards slightly. 


“OOOOOOoookay, that’s enough!” said Dace with feeling, his eyes wide. “Never say 


that again!” 


“Everyone take it easy,” said San. “I think he’s under some sort of visitation. Just calm 


down for a second.” 
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San continued to look at the group, the strange light in his eyes, shining forth, cryptic, 
intense. Ghastly. Then, as if everything were quite normal, he lay back down and continued 


resting as before. 


“In the Blackness, they breed,” repeated San normally, turning the phrase over in a 
thought-filled voice. “Huh. What a strange little verse. I'll have to think on that. Quite a 
visitation, in the approach to our destination. A powerful, controlling psychic force. I may be 
guessing overly-much here. But could it be... that CentralGov is being controlled by forces 
more powerful than they? If so, Murder Island may be more dangerous than anyone has yet 


imagined.” 


“Oh my God,” said Dace. “Tonight, I wanna get dinner and just go to sleep.” 


Strange sounds and amazing visions flooded Stans’ dreaming mind. He was deeper in 


wonderment than he had ever been before. 


Majestic cities sat snug in purpurate clouds. Titanic airships roamed the shimmering 
starways. Cosmic nebulae of inconceivable beauty swirled in their endless processions through a 
universe free and open in all directions, a universe of wild and astounding adventure. Alien 
creatures grew and developed, evolved and dissolved, making way for still more amazing beings. 
There was no such thing as “exoticism” in the wonderment-world that floated before Stans’ 
baffled sleeping vision. For, where all are “exotic,” none are exotic. Everything was fresh, new, 
charged with an electric energy, yet ancient and profound, all at the same time. Stan would 
never have guessed he would even be capable of thinking such things. He never wanted it to 


end. 
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“All of this,” a voice said, “for only two ninety-nine!” 


Sell the sizzle, thought Stan. But it was his sizzle, his steak. Indeed, the steak was the 
sizzle — the sizzle was the steak. And now that he knew about it, he wanted to keep it for 


himself. What sizzle that could be sold was worth a damn? 


What sizzle, that couldn’t be shared, was worth a God damn? 


The roller skating army wound its’ way through the dry hills. The escape from the monotony of 
the Valley of Death was a sweet relief. But it wasn’t over. The terrain had multitudes of 
obstacles for those on rocketing wheels, and not enough good roads through it. Now, progress 
was more careful, with the three captains of Drip Dry, Chuck and Ciabatta taking the lead in 
finding relatively smooth paths, and the horde skating behind them in much more disciplined and 


cautious lines. Three lines snaked through the bumpy landscape, like myriapods on wheels. 


Dan flapped up to the Flight de Ville window. “Hey guys,” he yelled into it. “We’re 


well over halfway there. Can I hitch a ride on top like I did before?” 


At his sudden loud voice, and the appearance of his chipper-yet-heinous bat-uncle face at 
the window, the cart jumped back collectively. “Gah!” said San. “You scared the beJeezus out 


of us, Dan. Okay. Go ahead, I don’t think it’s really that bad for the roof.” 


“Thanks, dearie,” said Dan. San rolled her eyes at the appropriation of her trademark 
term-of-endearment. “Can’t wait,” Dan continued, “to get a whiff o’ that Great Pacific Coastline 


air! Is Stan still out?” 
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“We don’t know what’s up with him,” said Jenks. “He’s acting mighty funny. I just 


hope the bastard’s okay.” 


“Well,” said Dan, “I’m rooting for him as well. Hopefully some good beach grub can get 
him back in shipshape.” And with that unhelpful medical diagnosis, he flapped up to the roof 


and clung there, relaxing his wings for a moment. 


Bob buzzed up, his massive presence looming into view in the window opposite. This 
was not as much of a surprise. On land or in air, the demon was never one for stealth. “Did you 


guys say that Stan wasn’t doing too well?” he yelled in. 


“Truth is, Bob,” San yelled back, “we don’t know what’s going on with the poor guy. 
It’s more than just a concussion. It seems like he’s experiencing visitations, probably from 


spirits that know he’s headed Catalina way.” 


“Oh,” Bob said. “Oh, that’s bad.” 


“Tell me about it,” San yelled back. “We’re keeping an eye on him, but that’s all we can 
really do right now. And Bob? I brought up the ‘moist Johnny’ issue. I think it made matters 


worse instead of better.” 


“Oh, yeah,” said Bob. “I coulda told you that for free. You did right though, better now 
than at the last moment. But when you’ve become the housing for a diabolical moisture delusion 
field, it doesn’t ever, ever relinquish its’ grip easy. Those claws go in tight, and they go in deep. 
I’m preaching to the choir here, I know. If there’s anyone who can beat that battle, it’s our 
Stannie. I'll tell ya, even I was getting creeped out by how animated that little guitar could 
seem, when I wasn’t quite looking fully at it. And I’m a lifelong professional at this kinda stuff. 


For Stan, it was completely and utterly real. That’s one powerful field we’re dealing with.” 
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“Yeah,” yelled back San. “Well in this case, it worked out for the best, for the music and 
maybe, eventually, even for Stan, that he grabbed that guitar. But it does really reaffirm for me 
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the general usefulness of that obscure phrase, “Never steal anything moist’. 


“Absolutely,” said Bob. “Not unless you absolutely have to. But I tell ya, I’ve got a 
weird feeling that Stans’ guitar theft might end up turning out for the best, not just for the music, 
but for the well-being of the entire world. If he can break from his delusions, it might just SAVE 
THE WORLD. Well, I know it’s annoying having to yell to talk with me. I was just getting 
bored. Thanks for the convo, let’s get to the coast and get some of that diner grub!” He flashed 
an almost over-enthusiastic monument-toothed smile and a cyclopean thumbs-up as he buzzed 


back from the window. 


‘°SAVE THE WORLD,’ huh,” Dace muttered. “When I set out to make yet another new 
band, I was mainly just hoping to break even. I gotta say, this is the most consequential tour I’ve 


ever set up by a long shot.” 
“And,” enthused Mella, “in my book, the funnest! But also really, really crazy.” 


Dingus belched. 


‘Roy began bringing the speedmules in for landing just as the sun was setting over the sparkling, 
magnificent expanse of ocean, now visible over the last few hills. Dans’ sonar coordinate- 
finding navigational ability was nothing to sneeze at. They were bearing down upon the looked- 
for diner, their path straight and true even after all those kilometers of desert monotony. The 
Flight de Ville had pulled out in front, succumbing to the temptation to get a head start, and 


hopefully a table, before everyone else arrived. Dan still clung to the top, leaning his neck out to 
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carry on a fairly one-sided conversation with ‘Roy. Bob buzzed not far behind, indefatigable. 
The wheels of the cart eased down onto the dusty road, followed shortly by the fiercely-beating 


winged hooves. The landing was perfect. “You’re a natural at this!” Dan yelled at ‘Roy. 


They clopped over the last hill, and now they really got an eyeful of the Mighty Pacific 
Ocean, wildly crimson in the vibrant gloaming light. It seemed to hold incredible promise, 
untellable adventure. It was an oceans’ ocean. “What a sight,” breathed Dace. “Prettier than red 
wine.” The sun was near the horizon, a round point, focused, inscrutable, wild. Spontaneously, 
behaving according to his own magisterial artistic impulses, Jenks grabbed the Iliosax, and began 
to blow. The sounds concretized the feeling of the moment, a feeling of relief, of temporary 
peace. The future held horrors, hardships and pulse-pounding action in overabundance. But, 
looking at that ocean, over that beach, on that moment, it was easy to remember that it also held 


promise, more promise than could be readily taken away. 


It was a promise of Clean Living. That promise was beyond human agency. Wild and 


free. And it would be there. Whenever anyone was ready for it, it would be there. 


The group now rolling up was ready for it. ‘Roy pulled up to the humble, rather drab 
little diner, nestled on a small hill on the border between dirt and sand. He leaned his weary 
head back into the cart. “I need to get my damn dinner!” he informed everybody. “What are we 
gonna do about this carriage? Because I can’t wait ‘til late hours to eat, like you people always 


do ” 


“Don’t fret, “Roy,” Dan yelled down, stretching his limbs as he de-clung from the roof. 
“Tl take lookout duty. We’re gonna have to eat in shifts anyway. Not everyone’s gonna fit in 


this little greasy spoon once they all start swarming over the hill.” 
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“Yeah,” said Bob as he plopped down besides the wagon, retracting his wings with a 
thwupp. “Ill stay out here with Dan. I got your name right, don’t I? There’s a lotta similar 


names.” 


“Oh boy-o,” said Dan, “you’re tellin’ me. It’s crazy around here, what with all these 
freaks joining on like it was the worlds’ biggest travelling circus. What have we gotten 


ourselves into?” 


“Absolutely,” said Bob. “You know, us more night-oriented creatures are probably more 


used to this type of pandemonium. I bet it’s even crazier to the normal.” 


“T’m not sure,” said “Roy, “if there’s even a single ‘normal’ in this whole cavalcade of 


shame. But I thank you fellas. I sure hope we won’t be long.” 


“Stannie,” Dace said, touching Stans’ shoulder nervously. “You ready to wake up and 


get some grub?” 


Stan stirred. From that stirring, it was very little time to full cognizance. He seemed very 
refreshed, almost — somehow — too refreshed. “Yeah,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “Let’s get 


some grub.” 


A few mellow evening diners were sitting sleepily in the sleepy diner. None turned as 
the newcomers entered. None had any notion of how inundated with roller kids they would soon 
be. The crew walked to the only large round table in the joint and sat down. “I hear they have 
good deviled eggs here,” Dace volunteered. A sleepy-eyed waitress, attired in stereotypical diner 


apron, soon materialized. Everyone ordered two deviled eggs and a small date shake. 


“That’ll be fourteen deviled eggs,” the waitress said, “and seven small date shakes.” 
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“Correct,” said Dace. 


The table settled into a decompressed torpor, unspeaking, tired yet relaxed. Before the 


simple order had arrived, Drip Dry Eyes sauntered over. 


“Drippy,” said San, “you got here damn fast!” 


“We weren’t that far behind,” he said. “San, did you not notice when you came in? Tuff 


? 


Rex is here 


“Tuff Rex!?” San got up immediately. “What are the odds? Excuse me, dearies. I gotta 


go say hi.” 


The couple sauntered over to a corner table, tucked out of the way, where the 
Tyrannosaurus sat nestling a large date shake. Tuff was a mainstay of the industry, similar to 
San in that she had accrued a cult following over the years. One of her most distinguishing 
features was the unabashed arm muscles that she had developed, in breaking with fashionable 
Tyrannosaurus convention. She sported her typical fashion sense, with a denim jacket, frizzy 
crew cut and rebellious lack of pants. Even as San approached, there was a wistful look in the 


old Dinos’ eye. She’d clearly been enjoying quiet contemplation. 


“Tuff, old dearie,” said San, “did Drippy tell you how much of a gigantic pain-in-the-ass 


group we’re about to drop on your dining experience? I’m so sorry.” 


“Whaa?” Rex looked upon San with undisguised fondness. “Think nothing of it, lady. 


You’re always doing something worthwhile. I’m jealous. How’s it been going?” 
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“Crazy, is how it’s been.” San made her best attempt to summarize the frenetic 
adventures of past days. “Of course, it always has to be a sausage fest. How about you? Still in 


the wrestling game?” 


“Yeah. Ill always be a wrastler. But I’m trying to branch out. Not get stuck in one 
thing, not become a has-been. You gotta have more going on in life, not just a myopic singular 
pursuit. Taking up watercolors. It’s enjoyable, but I’m not all that good at it. And I want to 
help out in causes and stuff. I have a match this evening, but is there any way I can help you 


with the Library of the Ancients stuff? I’d love to.” 


“Dearie,” said San with a twinkle in her eye. “The more voices behind this, the more 
eyes on it, the more the word is gonna get out to people that this is an amazing storehouse of 
knowledge that should be for everybody. Truth is, we don’t even know what’s gonna be in there 
once we find it. I’m nervous that all the books could turn out to be really lame. But at the very 
least, it’s a bit of history. We can’t let them take anything, can’t give any ground. We won’t 
budge an inch. Say, would ya like to meet some of the crew before your match tonight? I know 


you'll just love them.” 


“Sure,” said Rex. “I’d love to make some worthwhile connections, for a change.” 


The trio sauntered over to the large round table. The food still hadn’t arrived. “Hey 
guys,” said San, “you all know about Tuff Rex. ...Say, where’s Stan?” She looked worriedly at 


the empty spot. 


“Oh,” said Dace. “He just got up to use the bathroom.” 


“Oh shit,” said San, bolting from the table and out the diner door. 
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Everyone exchanged glances. Dace shrugged. 


San ran to the back of the diner. Sure enough, the bathroom had a window, now open, 
facing the beach. There were signs of splintering around its’ wooden frame, as if an abnormally 
large load had been forced through recently. San’s gaze shot out to the beach, and she began to 
run in earnest. “Hey,” she heard a shape near the waterline yell in the dim evening light. “Come 
back with my surf plank, you asshole!” But there was no energy being put towards pursuit. 


Only yelling. Out on the darkening water, a shape was heading doggedly towards the horizon. 


San stopped, getting control of her breathing. It was too late. 


A man has gotta be fiery with passion. 


The words came into Stans’ mind unbidden, emblazoning themselves upon his heart. 
And in the great, remorseless expanse of dark sea all around him, in that awesome encroachment 
of cosmic sentiment onto the Earthly realm, he paddled without cease, and his psychic mind held 
without fail, the memory, the taste and the smell of the direction to Catalina, and to the Library. 
There was no question that it was a matter of time. He would rescue Erazzmo. And he would 
get back Johnny. And if any of them had hurt a hair on Johnnys’ little hairless non-head, he 
would make them pay. Oh yes. Thoughts of revenge, of suffering, of meaningless vendettas that 
he had no real attachment to, flooded and suffused him as he darted across the many kilos of 
waters, the all-night swim between him and his destination, that dark night of the Dark soul, and 
it wasn’t ever really the fact of the vengeance, it wasn’t any idea that “justice” would be brought 
about, but it was the feeling, the selfish stimulation and the rotten-but-real feeling, huff, huff, 


don’t run outta breath this early in the voyage, the feeling, pace yourself, of every pore, every 
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tiny inch that was tingling, and not well and tingling with idiotic frantic stimulation, breathe, and 
the feeling that finally maybe he was getting somewhere but yes he was getting somewhere, to 
the Library, and it was his thing and his heritage and he would do it. Alone. He had to do this 
and he had to be alone, because that’s how he always did it, surfing over a thousand distances 
alone, not looking back at where they took his mother and father because that way lies madness, 
he couldn’t let them get him crazy because that would be letting, sniff, them win and he had to 
do it for Mammy and Pappy and not let these little filth sucking cock pigs win, these ahhhhh shit 
stain nobodies. Ahhhh. He was not gonna let them win. No way. It was about keeping cool. 
Yes. Always. Always cool, and we’re doing a stroke, stroke, one arm in front of the other, to 
keep a good pace and a sensible heart rate, but also always about not letting them get Erazzmo, 
and Johnny. And he knew. Stan knew what he was doing. He was not Count Chocula. And yes 
it was dark out here. But he knew how to navigate these dangers, and there was no sense letting 
the others get endangered. This was not about selfishness. Nope. Definitely no way. Stan 
stroked, he let his chest rest on the plank and stroked, and he felt really good, he told himself (as 
in reality he writhed in an existential dimension of unfathomable pain,) he felt really good about 
himself and the job he was doing. And Johnny. He saw that guitars’ little face, and it didn’t 
really make sense because guitars don’t have faces, but whatever. It was dark out here, and cold. 
And Johnny was a real cute kid, yessiree, and Stan had to do what he had to do as a man, as a 
Dark Man who took responsibility, and he knew it was coming up. The time when they would 
say “Oh wow hey Stan what a cool guy, he was aloof but we were actually the aloof ones but 
now we don’t wanna be aloof to Stan anymore because we see the real good points he’s got and 
we just wanna say thanks for taking all responsibility on yourself and really helping things out” 


like the way that he didn’t do with his old siblings, why did he leave them, why did I, why did he 
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leave all his siblings like that, that wasn’t him it wasn’t the real Stan you gotta realize I am 


working things out breathe and it’s getting way better. And he swam. 
In the darkness, Stan swam. He swam. 


It was keeping him occupied. 


The night deepened. On the midnight hour, as Stan paddled, the visage of Ciabatta swam into 
his blurred, darkened, watery vision. Stan couldn’t tell if it was a deliberate projection by 


Ciabatta, or some mere delusion. But it was a clear picture. And the visage spoke. 


“No man,” it said to Stan, “should ever be found to be discussing sex. No man should 
have the right, nor the desire, to talk about sex. And this is simply because we are all completely 
and utterly unequipped to talk about sex. I will try to spell this out for you with a little thought 
experiment. I'll direct it at you, friend Vampiro, since you’re the mind of Darkness, the mind 
that’s doomed to explore. But please bear in mind that the sense of what I say applies to 
everybody, myself as much as any, equally. Remember this, that there’s nothing here that’s 


mean-spirited, nothing that isn’t universal.” 


“Well,” thought a puzzled Stan, foam-flecked eyebrows now raised to the dark heavens, 


“proceed, friend.” 


“Friend hunter, I would like for you, as a test, to attempt to imagine your own dear 
mother, sucking away on the dick of a man other than your father. A complete stranger, if you 
like, who’s inserted his shaft into that fine womans’ sweet lips, and is proceeding to gain 


ecstasies of pure thrilling pleasure from the suction of her soft cheeks, the lithe action of her 
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nimble tongue. I don’t ask anything more, and Ill spare you further details, though I could go 
on. Let me just say, if it’s any reassurance, that I have tried repeatedly, and completely failed at 
this test. I could come nowhere close to thinking about my own mother engaged in such a 
practice, without feeling some sense of shame — I know not from what source. But how goes it 


with you?” 


The waxen face of the poor swimmer was now utterly gray and expressionless, seeming 
to teeter between indignant anger and grudging hilarity, and still lost in the charged limbo of 


undecidedness. On all sides, the intractable ocean rendered no verdict. 


“What’s the point,” asked a straight faced and inquisitive Vampiro Stan, “of making a 


guy think of his mom sucking dick?” 


“Simply explained, good comrade,” Ciabatta responded, turning easily to-and-fro to 
address some unseen, purely hypothetical audience, with oratorial finesse. “Ill wager that no 
man can think of this thing I mention, without some sort of psychic flinch. Have no fear, dear 
swimmer, I pledge to subject you to no further indignities. In fact, everyone in this world should 
submit themselves to the same trial, if they would claim to take serious interest in the matter of 


SEX. 


“Now, follow along with me for a moment longer. Imagine the most conservative, stuffy 
corner of the world. I do not doubt there are sexually active women who have possessed only a 
single sexual partner throughout the entirety of their lives. But I doubt there are many. 
Remember, this has little to do with the moral code of the culture. I am referring to actual sexual 
contact. Any thinking person with a bit of sense will realize that to expect women in any place, 


at any time, to have a meager two sexual partners in the whole span of their existence, is not just 
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an impressive feat on the part of the women — one that I simply cannot imagine, for any money, 
men being able to duplicate — actually, such an expectation, put upon women as a whole, is 
totally unreasonable. And yet, somehow, in this strange far-off place and time, a culture exists 


where most women are willing and able to have only two sexual partners for their entire lives.” 


“How,” thought Stan, “can you be so certain?” 


“Life has taught me these things, friend. Life. I will make things even more prudish. 
‘Sodomy,’ as the more backward tribes refer to it, is strictly forbidden. The insertion of phallus 
into anus is almost unheard of. Of course, this whole matter is dealing only with heterosexual 
encounters, because it’s biological mothers that we’re focusing on. Now, there are three primary 
holes that are principally thought about when referring to sex — anus, vagina, and mouth. The 
vagina is taken for granted. The anus provides pleasures, but it’s a sensitive aperture, requiring 
care, liable to uncleanliness, and so it’s somewhat easy to imagine it being left off the menu in an 
especially conservative environment. This leaves the mouth, and while there are plenty of 
reasons one might not prefer it, a bit of mild fellatio is so harmless that even in the most 
tyrannically prude societies, it frequently slips beneath the ‘sodomy radar,’ reclassifying itself as 
‘foreplay.’ Even with the most unfounded superstitions surrounding the practice, ladies tend to 
talk, and word is bound to get around that the giving of fellatio is not liable to result in 
poisoning. For our hypothetical mother, the thought of tasting a mans’ fleshy fruit holds no 
inherent attraction. Yet, we are talking about a lifetime of sexual activity. Whatever anyone 


may say, all lovers, even the stodgiest, will long for variety at some point. 


“And so, she makes the attempt. And almost immediately she regrets it. Fellatio doesn’t 


agree with her, not one bit. So ends the single attempt this incredible prude ever makes at sexual 
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variety with her lover. The mildest variety has been thrown out the window. But without trying 


it, she would never have been able to truly reject it. 


“But wait. This refers to one of this womans’ two lovers. She has put this one genital in 
her mouth, and in this one instance, been repelled. A single genital. Should it never occur to her 
that it could simply be the mans’ loins, and not the act itself, that’s the problem? If it doesn’t, 
according to many women I’ve heard, she’s not very smart. In this one regard, I’m forced to 
break my own rule and talk about sex, with the excuse that I’m only paraphrasing innumerable 
women who I’ve had the pleasure of hearing speak on the matter, in the decidedly less stodgy, 


less conservative corners of the world.” 


“T daresay,” thought Stan, “you have a zest for breaking your own rules.” 


“The fact,” Ciabatta continued, apparently oblivious to the interruption, “that’s been 
imparted to my unworthy ears, is that a lady may be perfectly fine with giving oral sex as a 
general rule, yet sometimes, certain dicks just smell and taste unusually terrible. And as I’ve 
been made to understand it, this is a fact that is no secret among women. Consider, why in the 
world would it be? Even in conservative corners of the globe, such a simple fact as this must 
surely be known to relevant parties. So it’s a near-certainty that our esteemed woman and 
mother would at least try fellatio, once, with both of the partners she had during the course of her 
lifetime. In the case of the first, it was to try it out, and in the case of the second, in order to 
ascertain whether it was the act or the member that repelled her, and whether it might not be a 


potential erotic pastime with this final partner after all. 


“And there you have it. I’ve demonstrated without difficulty, that we can have nearly 


total confidence, barring extraordinary circumstance, that each-and-every one of our mothers 
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have sucked more than one dick in their lifetimes. And to those mothers, we owe everything. 
We can allow ourselves nothing but gratitude, for those selfless women who brought us into the 
world, who cared for us, who raised us up from drooling infants, into the men that we are today. 
No man can call himself as much, without giving an unconditional salute to his mother whenever 
he thinks of her. Those mothers were Women. They had the same passions in their breasts as 
any other women. And somehow, it disturbs us to think that they could have engaged in this, the 
most harmless, the most minor, the most absolutely innocent erotic escapade — this utterly 
universal, probably insignificant chapter in their erotic lives, this slightest fancy that it’s wildly 
unconscionable to imagine we have any right to deny them, somehow brings a blush to our face. 
As if we should have the least grounds for judgement. Nor is there any apparent motive to pass 
such judgement. And yet, in my experience, this judgement is universal. I have yet to discover a 
single male adult not susceptible, upon undergoing my test, to this unconscious, all-too-telling 
reaction. For some reason, we just can’t accept that all our mothers were sucking the dicks of a 


bunch of guys who weren’t our fathers. 
“And yet, we have the audacity to talk about sex.” 


The image of Ciabatta faded, a look of oratorial triumph etched upon it, and an unseen 
and unseeable peanut gallery of night-phantoms burst into mad, hysterical applause. And on the 


waves of the Great Pacific Ocean, Stan finally thought to himself, J think I really am going loco. 


BOOK FOUR 
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19. Murder A Go Go 


Morning. The shores of the island. A rooster crowed. The light lit a savage landscape. A shore 
piled with wild, indescribable junk. Old rusting metal devices from somewhere unknown. 
Worn-out weapons of unfamiliar make. Among the debris, two scraggly, disheveled men 
scrambled. Their hair was long, their beards longer. They were sorting through the junk. 
Scavenging. The one with the darker hair descended into a small junk pit among the dunes. 


“Stay up top, Gip,” he said. “Ill hand you anything that looks valuable.” 


“Sure thing, Flek,” his comrade replied. “It was your idea to come to this barren stretch 


of beach. I’m happy to let you do the work.” 


“If we went,” Flek responded, “only to places that were definitely promising, we’d only 
go to places everyone else thought to go. We’ve gotta branch out, or we’ll never have a chance 


at any real finds. Sometimes, in the scavenging game, it’s just a dice roll.” 


“You said it,” said Gip. “This game is for chumps. But with everything so chaotic, it’s 


just the best of a bad situation.” 


“Yeah,” said Flek. “That Colling Ilbreath asshole really has everybody worked up. Now 
he’s calling himself ‘mayor.’ Wants to organize a militia, to keep the supposed invaders out. 
Who from outside would ever be crazy or stupid enough to waste their time invading this 
demigods-forsaken Hellhole? I even heard he’s giving a big speech today, near the entrance to 
the Pit. Listening to all the nonsense going on around here these days, it’s almost enough to 
make you wanna leave New Hades and go take your chances down below.” He handed up 


something that looked like a three-sided toaster. “Take a look at this, will ya?” 
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Gip grabbed the item, turned it over and over. “Don’t say such stuff. The thought gives 
me the willies. I’m proud to be one of the only semi-sane people around here. Part of my secret 
is not messing with the Pit. Bad juju has always come from there. By the way, this just looks 


like a spent ionic stabilizer.” 


“That’s what I was afraid of,” said Flek. “The junk they throw on this beach. It’s crazy. 


Why do we need all this stuff.” 


“Hey,” said Gip. “At least sorting through it gives us something to do.” Leaning back 
against a rusting ornishredder hull, he stared out over the waves. These days, the bloodsport 
tournaments weren’t coming often enough. Folks had to find things to occupy themselves. 
Murder Island was becoming a staider place, with this thin-blooded new generation. But there 
was a substratum of tension, a dangerous powder-keg atmosphere that was somehow more 
threatening than all the typical murder. All this talk of invading outsiders was putting people on 


edge. He didn’t like it, he concluded. Didn’t like it one bit. 


As if on cue, a small shape became perceptible, out on the water, moving slowly but 
steadily towards the shore. Surely, some sort of porpoise or something? Yet as it came closer, it 
looked unmistakably human. Gip squinted in the clear morning light. Yes... it was a big fellow, 
by the looks of it, with features perhaps suggestive of- could it be Mexican Jewish?- heritage. 
His chest resting on a smoothed plank, he was paddling relentlessly, making Gip think oddly of 


an over-muscled aquatic jet-ski ant. 


Flek emerged from the junk hole. “Welp, there aint shit in there,” he said. “I might 


regret bringing us here, yet.” 
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“Sure might,” agreed Gip. “Say, take a look at that fella out there. He’s coming from the 
direction of the mainland. Not may folk make that swim these days, even with plank assistance. 


Pretty impressive.” 


“Yeah,” said Flek, getting a good gander. “Murder Island could use more such 
enterprising men. It’s for the best that only the hardcore murder enthusiasts ever make it here 
from outside, but it does mean an awful lack of fresh blood these days. Say, we’re in no major 
hurry here. What say we amble down to the waterline and greet our intrepid newbie, if for no 


other goal than idle curiosity?” 


“T was thinkin’ the same,” said Gip. The pair ambled down towards the waterline, as 
planned, picking their way through the scattered debris until they came to a stretch of clear sand. 
The form was heading towards land with seemingly renewed energy, surely enticed by the 
thought of a dry resting place. Before long, a mighty fellow, dripping with the moisture of 
nighted oceanscape, emerged Poseidonesque onto the beach, sturdy-muscled chest flecked with 


seaweed, dark eyes shewing a tireless mania. 


“Tam Vampiro Stan,” the all-too-solid apparition announced without preamble, tossing 
his plank carelessly to the side. “I’m here on private business. What can you fellows tell me 


about the latest goings-on of Murder Island?” 


“Hello yourself,” said Gip. “I’m Gip, and this here is my partner Flek. We dabble in 
scavenging around these parts, and keep up with gossip fairly well. You here to try your hand at 


the bloodsport, or just looking for some basic murder action?” 
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“Neither,” said Stan. “I assure you that even if I told you my purpose, you would not 
comprehend it. Best just think of me as an uninvited invader to your fair island. I repeat — what 


are the latest goings-on around these parts?” 


“Well,” said Flek, “since you ask so politely, Ill let you in on a little state secret. There 
isn’t shit happening around here. Not, at least, ever since mayor I|breath — that’s Colling 
Ilbreath, the head honcho of the New Hades settlement over yonder hills — decided to divert 
everyones’ focus away from the bloodsport and towards what he calls ‘invader preparedness.’ 
The great galloping asshole is giving a speech in the towns’ main square today, you won’t be 
able to miss it if you head that direction. What it amounts to, though, is a lotta hooey. Sorry it 


had to be such a dull time that you got here.” 


“Fine, fine,” said Stan. “Ill check things out. Say, something occurs to me. If you 


gentlemen don’t mind me asking — how many women are there on this island?” 


The pair looked puzzledly at one another. “Women?” Gip repeated back. “Why, none of 
course. I don’t mean to sound sexist, but murdering aint a womans’ game. I don’t think a 
woman has been seen above the surface, and probably not below it, since the days of Lost 


Dukaukis.” 


“That’s what I had always heard,” said Stan, “and what I figured. As such, I was 
expecting to find maybe a few bedraggled maniacs wandering the beach. Not that I’m casting 
doubt on the authenticity of you guyses’ mania or anything, but you’re talking about a complete 
settlement with enough organization to have something meriting the name of ‘towns’ main 


square.’ Are there other settlements?” 
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“Just New Abaddon, clear on the other side of the island facing away from land, and that 
place is smaller. Kinda stupid name, too, if you ask me. Calling your town ‘New Abaddon’ 
when a seemingly-bottomless pit is right there. Though New Abaddon is a pit, I’ll grant it. 
Folks there are always trying to compare with New Hades. You know how it goes, sibling 


rivalry and all.” 


“Indeed. Healthy competition. But surely you see where I’m going.” 


“°Fraid not, fellow,” said Flek. 


“Gentlemen. There are that many bodies. How often do new arrivals come in?” 


“Less and less these days.” 


“T thought that, as well. And yet a population persists. But without the benefit of 
womankind. Does that not strike you as odd? Where are the people coming from? Are there 


any children?” 


“Children?” Gip was incredulous. “Don’t make me laugh, friend. Little shits like that 


can’t murder worth a God damn fuck.” 


“T agree,” said Stan. “Absolutely. Who needs them? But my point is that, with no 
obvious method of reproduction, few newcomers and regular killings, you’d think that the 
population of Catalina would dwindle to nothing in a matter of weeks. Yet it persists over years, 


and unless I miss my guess, with little change.” 


“You don’t miss your guess,” said Flek. “Not much changes around here, except for old 


man Ilbreath getting all hot and bothered about imaginary threats from outside.” 


“Fellows,” said Stan, “I won’t trouble you further. Good luck with your scavenging.” 
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“Good luck to you too, guy,” said Gip. “I like the cut of your jib. I bet you’ll do okay for 


yourself ‘round here.” 


Stan nodded in acknowledgement. He began to walk away, then halted abruptly. “Oh 
wait, I almost forgot. One more thing, in light of your patience with my inquiries. I have a tidbit 


you might find useful. A bit of a warning.” 


“Alright.” Flek nodded. “We’re all ears.” 


“Tn the Blackness, they breed. On their blankness, they feed. Through the brambles, and 


the shambles, they bleed and bleed.” 


“Well, that sounds kinda spooky, but it could honestly describe just about everyone I 


know. Any specific meaning to it, or is it just a nice lil’ poem?” 


“The only meaning, good fellows, is to be on your guard against the island itself — or at 
least, what lies within its’ all-too-rotten dark soul. And now, I really am outta your unkempt 
hairs.” And with that, Stan strode off towards the hills, and the town, emanating an aura of pure 


focus. 


“Well,” said Gip as the pair watched him go. “There goes one spooky fella. I wonder 
what he’s up to. Could it be that he’s here looking for hot gay hobo sex in the filthy darkness, 


and was just too embarrassed to say?” 


“Nahhh,” Flek shook his head. “Doesn’t strike me as the type, unfortunately.” 


“T have to agree. I think he’s probably up to something more consequential. And if I’m 
right, the debris he leaves behind could be more valuable than any debris we’re ever gonna find 


on this beach. What say we try trailing him? It might just be our hot ticket.” 
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“T’m down with that. I mean, what’s the worst that could happen?” 


The technological debris continued to be scattered about the landscape, even as Stan strode 
farther inland. He had naturally assumed, upon first seeing it, that it was all the leavings of Lost 
Dukaukis, signifier of the plentitude enjoyed by that empire. Because of the tremendous 
advancement of the period, it was only natural that their works be constructed of ultradurable 
materials, and thus that the scraps would persist even in this far-off age. But the more he saw, 
the more varied the degree of rusting and decay seemed to be, indicating junk from various 
periods, even though the Dukaukis Empire only spent a short time under the sun, long, long ago. 
He hadn’t the time nor the inclination to stop and inspect anything. Yet, even through the corner 
of his eye, he began to suspect that the models, the styles, even the classes of the technology 
varied wildly as well. But how? He would resolve such questions later. Now, he told himself, 


was the time for focus. 


But his mind wandered back to the junk, as he strode through the dusty hills. There were 
as many old hunks of techno-junk, of all sorts, as there were scraggly plants. And there was a 
feeling about the trash, unmistakable if subtle. It was as if it were all crafted to be in its’ current 
state. Not like a set design, objects simply made to look the part. Rather, crafted to be junk, 
genuine, authentic trash, rusting relics of something lost. As if something had made its’ home 
among those hills, and declared, “There needs to be more garbage here, and I know just the type 
to go with the scenery. It'll just have to be used by someone and then age a few centuries.” The 
desolate and forgotten feeling the stuff invoked seemed almost comforting in its’ strange and 


ghastly familiarity. 
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Those junk punks were following Stan, he suddenly realized. Did they think they were 
being stealthy? He continued walking with no sign of recognition. They were certainly 


harmless. 


A wooden sign came into view at the trough of two hills. “NEW HADES” was scrawled 
in garish red. Why was there a sign here? Who would consult it? Stan determined it to most 
likely be a showing of civic pride. Yet it was a smallish sign, for that. Dwarfed by the 
surrounding junk, little piles of it speckling the hills like metal pizza sausage on giant dirt 
meatballs. The sky was white overhead, a haze so thin that it was nonexistent, replacing the blue 
with something just as clean, though not as wholesome, not as healthful. The white had a 
dustiness to it that was almost impossible to detect. It was a millimeter from being a pure white. 
But though the dustiness was virtually invisible, its’ influence extended throughout endless 
universes, striking them with primal fears which, rather than forcing one into the small boxes of 
agorophobias, dashed ones’ hopes of ever being allowed to hide in boxes again. It was an 
unmistakable white, a distinguished, one-of-a-kind white. And as Stan approached the town, the 
junksters hot on his tail, he knew he could hear the junk sing. Singing a hymn to the impossible 


subtlety of the dustiness of the white sky. 


Then, he was over the hill, and the shanty-fied shambles came into view below. The 
general cast of the terrain from here moving forward, was down. The feeling of the approach to 
a Great Pit, an Abaddon indeed, was palpable, even though the immediate visual stimuli had 
nothing of Hadean staples like smoke or sulfur. What it did have was lots and lots of junk 
shacks. They stretched across the low hills, a hive of squalor. The streets were narrow, crowded 
closely around with the bodies of filthy men like Gip and Flek. They were all clustering, all 


heading raucously down the roads in the same, central direction. Evidently, Stan would not be 
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too late to hear the speech of “Mayor IIbreath.” And evidently, that speech would not be poorly 
attended. Yet he didn’t read love in those crowding bodies down below. Rather, there was the 
demeanor of the roustabout, looking for the latest excitement and commotion, for any chance at 
an entertainment-of-the-street. Perhaps their instincts were good, he thought. Because with 


Vampiro Stan around, the chance of commotion had just gone way up. 


Behind him, he could taste the delectable candy of Gip and Fleks’ sneaking, lurking 


emotions. It was exquisite. 


“Gimme some more of them little nose devils,” growled Ilbreath. 


The small, dark shack atop the hill overlooking the central square of the shantytown 
masquerading as “New Hades” was the official base of political operations for the Ilbreath crew. 
That made it one of the world capitals of sniffing overly-stimulating powders. A bulky lackey 
stepped up to the old wooden card table and emptied another heaping bag of the mayors’ favorite 
cocktail, a blend of about fifty percent cocaine, sniffers’ favorite in all parts of the world where 
it’s available, followed by a mixture of adderall, methoxy and who-knew-what other powder- 
able stuff that he found “nostalgic”, to make vanish into the hairy, vein-cloaked twin black holes 
of his nasal orifices. He leaned down towards the table like a rabid mule, like a lecherous mutant 
crow that was a disgrace to his lineage, like a futanari cow ready for sicko thrills, hee hawing and 
yehawing with nasal phantasia, and with a predatory and pride-ape-mandatory chuckle and a 
near-buckling of spastically pumped-up joints, he sucked in them little nose devils, letting them 
settle into the sinus oblivion of his skull, seeping their influence into that dark cavern of lost 


aeons and fiddlestick dreams. 
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“AHhhhhhhaaaaaaaokay,” Ilbreath said, adjusting his shitty little plaid tie. “I wanna have 
more, but I can’t go having a stroke before my adoring public has a chance to get a whiff of my 
magisterially putrid body stank.” He jerkily grabbed his testicles with a large bony hand, 
seemingly simply to reassure himself that they were still there. “SNIIIF. Alright. Hey. Hey... 
So how’s the crowd looking? How many of these little dick suckers do we got to bamboozle? I 
just wanna be done with this so I can die and enter into the sweet black embrace of death and 


eternal oblivion already, Huaaaaaaaaagch.” 


“T get ya, boss.” A stooge slid a little trap-window open and peeked out. “Wow. Looks 


like just about the whole town’s showed up.” 


Colling Ilbreath wore rainbow suspenders with no shirt, khaki short shorts, and freshly 
shined gators with no socks. He was a mess, a fucko, a real nothing piece of shit that was just a 
generic politician horrified by the certain knowledge of his own lack of noteworthiness, sucking 
up powders and sparking his empty brain until it was nothing but an oversized spark-burn stain. 
He wanted to feel alive, and it obviously just wasn’t gonna happen. The more theatric his nose 
antics, the more frenzied his monotonous hobo-whore sexcapades, the filthier his rancid-critter 
stench, the more it all only drove home that he was just a shitty little geek with nothing to say, 
think or feel. How had it come to this? He didn’t know. He couldn’t remember anything. He 
had once taken pleasure, at least a small, temporary pleasure, in holding and abusing his power 
over others. But power had long since devolved into a meaningless occupation. He never really 
thought that abuses of power would work for him to get off on. He wasn’t that stupid, at least 
not yet. But he did wanna get off. He wanted to feel alive. And it wasn’t happening. Right 


now, it just wasn’t happening. 


Who was he fuckin’ kidding. It was never happening. 
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Stan busted through the door to the small shack. 


Bulky lackeys tensed. It was obvious that these were junkyard dogs, whereas this 
newcomer was a primetime jaguar. Any attack on him would have to rely heavily on numbers. 
The lack of concern on the interlopers’ face was mightily galling. Instantly seeing the futility of 
any action by his boys, Ilbreath waved them off. He looked this massive unfamiliar specimen 


dead in the eye. “What’s cracking, feller?” 


“In the Blackness,” intoned Stan, “we breed. On our blankness, we feed. Through the 


brambles, and the shambles, we bleed and bleed.” 


Ilbreath clapped steadily. “Nice recital.” 


Stan looked impassively at the other fellow. “What does that mean to you, Ilbreath?” 


“You know my name, young man, but I don’t believe I’m familiar with yours.” 


“A hostage guitar was transported through here not long ago. Tell me where they took 
it.” 

“Boy, there’s only one way anything goes on this island. Down.” 

Stan strode the length of the shack in three steps, grabbed the bony excuse-for-a-leader 


by his poorly-knotted tie and pulled him off his feet and in close, face-to-face. “Not specific 


enough, shithole. I need directions.” 


The bodyguards were gone before he finished his first sentence. 


“Listen, Vampiro.” Aside from his unpleasant heavy breathing, IIbreath sounded almost 
normal, clearly welcoming the prospect of death, however painful. “I’m just fuckin’, like Ido. I 


know yer name, because my leaders told me all ‘bout the whole ding dang deal. Gave me all the 


975 


nasty, filthy hobo sex I could ask for in exchange for stirring up the stupid mobs of this island. 
Ohh, prison sexuality ahoy! I was snivveliffeling pounds ‘n mounds of cocaine offa thirteen- 
inch-long ding dongs all night long, doing things that would chill, thrill and excite even you. 
And for what? Still no life in me, Big Daddy. But I did tell them. Get the outsiders. And Ill 


tell you suthin’. 


“They kept the location of their ‘hostage’ confidential. They wanna toy with you, “cause 
they think eventually you’ll naturally, inadvertently find a way to wherever the Library of the 
Ancients has ferreted itself away. That’s one smart book barn, is all Ican say. But whatever. 
They won’t tell a fuckwad like me something like that. But I’ve heard rumors. All around the 
perimeter of the Abaddon-hole, word-up is that there’s some clown that’s made hisself up to look 
and act like Jazzy Jayhawk. Callin’ hisself the ‘Anti-Jayhawk’. Going around doing murders 
really good-like. And though of course he aint no real Jazzy, much less the Legend himself, this 
asshole is said to be pretty damnedly incredible-good at the fine art of fisticuffs in his own right. 


So watch your back.” Ilbreat bared a cheek invitingly. “Okay, you can kill me now.” 


“Patience,” said Stan, maintaining his grip. “Why are there no women on this island? 
How does the population remain relatively stable? And is all this junked tech lying everywhere 


really just from Lost Dukaukis?” 


“Y’know what? When you’ve experienced the damage from as many nose bon bons as I 
have, you won’t remember anything either. All I can say is, I have a feeling your answers are 
down below. Everything seems to seep up from there, float around for a second, then seep back 


down.” 
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“T got you,” said Stan. “Miserable shitstain, no creature should have to suffer existing as 
you do. Be thankful I’m a man of evil honor and Darkness-morality, that I should offer you such 
swift and powerful death.” There was a brief gleam in Ilbreaths’ eyes, but he didn’t even have 
time to grovel in thanks. Stan took the hand that wasn’t holding the tie, and gripping the cretins’ 
flimsy skull, he pulled it apart like an orangutan pulling apart a wedding cake. Then, in three 
quick strides, he was back out of the shack and well on his way to leaving New Hades far 


behind. 


Flek stepped into the room. “Oh shit dawg! He fucked the mayor up! That’s some good 
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murderin’. Check this out 


Gip came in close behind. “This guy is a master of the art.” He briefly took in the red 
fragments of brain and skull, the disheveled tie on the lifeless, headless body. “But unfortunately 
we don’t have time to admire it. We’ll never catch back up with him! And more than ever, I 


wanna see what this guy gets up to. C’mon.” 


“You're dead-right,” said Flek. The pair darted back out of the shack and after their 


knew object of fascination, still believing he had no idea he was being followed. 


The mound of rancid human corpses looked irresistible from above. But no sooner had the 
gigantic buzzard landed, than an expertly-sharpened bowie knife flew through the air and pinned 


its’ neck to the carcass on top. 


Stans’ teeth tore into the belly of the still-squirming carrion fowl with a frantic energy, as 
if his very life depended upon attaining victory in a timed world-class live buzzard eating 


competition. Spitting feathers, he ate the filthy grey flesh and drank the blood until his face was 
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the stuff of nightmares. He hadn’t eaten for some time. He didn’t plan on eating for some time 
again. This was his opportunity. He began throwing stripped-clean bones atop the pile. As he 
did, he noticed an expected feature that he’d been too preoccupied to spot before. He didn’t 
know why there was a pile of bodies here, but they had all been adult males. Living or dead, 


there was no indication of any other type of human creature. 


“Hey,” a voice came from behind. Stan turned, gizzard hanging from his lower lip. The 
band of six fellows that had seemingly materialized from within the hills were all attired in short 
robes crafted from a haphazard patchwork of tanned buzzard hide. Their wiry muscles indicated 
the possibility of respectable agility. They looked at Stan with studious intensity. “That’s our 
pile o’ corpses,” said the apparent leader. “We don’t take kindly to strangers ‘round these parts. 


If you wanna get outta here alive, you’ll have to murder your way out.” 


Stan looked at the buzzard tribesmen with some contempt. “I would not have gone outta 
my way to murder you chumps. But if that’s what you want, Ill happily oblige.” He picked the 
last of the buzzard meat off a rib with his teeth, cast the gristly, grisly bones aside, and belched. 


“And Ill make it snappy. I got places to be, after all.” 


The tribesmen simultaneously pulled knobby shillelagh from folds in their disgusting 
robes, coming straight towards Stan. He flung his bowie knife toward the leader. Being fully 
prepared, the fellow was of course able to dodge it. Then Stan began his real attack. In the split- 
second the tribesmen were distracted by the knife, he reached back and grabbed the ankle of the 
corpse of a particularly bulbous man. The body was not too far into the putrefaction process, at 
least relative to most of its’ neighbors. Quickly focusing his energy, Stan swung the carcass and 
began summoning and hyper-charging his dermal air currents. As he swung with enough speed 


and power to create a small air vortex, he began the arduous and meticulous process of 
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transferring the dermal current from the area of his own dermal field, to corresponding points all 
around the corpse. A batch took position, maintaining charge due to the continual vortex. Now 
it was time for another batch. Three, four, five. Six batches of full-body charged dermal air 
currents were transferred to all around the corpse. The tribesmen didn’t yet dare venture closer 
with their menacing shillelagh, out of a justifiable fear of losing their footing and getting swept 


up. This entire process took up about one and a half seconds. 


Now, Stan swung the body towards his foes. The nearest was grabbed by the throat, the 
thick, dead hands getting a ruthlessly icy grip. It worked. Stan was able to control the cadaver 
like a puppet! The buzzardite gurgled as his throat was ripped out, but not before the body was 
heavily battered by the shillelagh of the other five. Stan brought the other arm up, was quick 
enough to rip out another throat. But the tribesmen were damnably brave. The body was 
becoming twisted beyond recognition under the vicious, increasingly desperate blows. Stan send 
a wave of energy along the currents, revitalizing them. The cadavers’ putrid eyeballs and tongue 
popped as sizzling worms shot from its’ nostrils and asshole. The four hardy fellows were 
giving it a thorough bashing, but it was able to crawl onto another combatant, covering his mouth 
and nose with its’ now-melting face, and staying stubbornly there. By the time the mans’ 
companions pried the deadly dead off, it was already too late. The poor fellow had suffocated on 


facial putrefaction. 


Stan used the distraction to heartless advantage. He kicked a nearby rock, sending it 
flying almost through the knee of a nearby foe. As the unfortunate fell to the ground, Stan 
brought his foot up again, in a kick to the head so mighty that flecks of blood, brain and skull 


popped into the air. Rolling quickly to the side of his two remaining foes, he grabbed the bowie 
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knife where it lay in the dust. He got back up, knife held forward, in a perfect combat stance, 


reactively observing the enemy to gauge what they might be thinking. 


The leader and his remaining follower looked at one another, then the two gazed back at 
Stan with unvarnished admiration. “Friend,” the leader said, “that was some damn fine 
murdering. I know my boys here felt proud in their dying instant to be killed in such an 
exemplary manner. You may murder us if you like, but as we’re obviously no match for you, we 
won’t try and force your hand on the matter. Just tell us if there’s anything we can do for you. It 


doesn’t have to be sexual, anything at all.” 


“Thanks, fellow, I definitely-and-definitively do not want any sexual favors. However, 
you wouldn’t happen to’ve heard tell of any group coming this way with a number of hostages? 


A little guitar, and a Tetris master trapped in a tuba?” 


“Ohh.” The leaders’ brow furrowed slightly. “I don’t know much detail about the 


hostages, but unless I miss my guess, the group you want is them CentralGov rascals.” 


“That’s them. Tell all, friend, and leave nothing out.” 


“T wish I had more to tell. There are mysteries to this island which you may well be the 
very first to penetrate. I gather, from gossip, rumor and idle speculation, but also from a 
modicum of suggestive evidence, that the CentralGov fiends have their base deep down the Pit, 
perhaps even at the doorstep of Lost Dukaukis itself. They’re looking for more than one thing 
down there. What they breed in those test tubes, none know. Some say that the imposter with 
the appearance of Jazzy Jayhawk is the result of their tamperings in Gods’ domain. I offer no 


opinion. 
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“Their advance scouts arrived on the island about a year and a half ago. Before they 
could all be murdered, they had reported back, and whatever they told their leaders must have 
made this damnable Hellhole sound somehow appealing to them. Soon droves of CentralGov 
aircraft were swarming into the pit, like an infestation of anal locusts on the last day of existence. 
The grapevine tells tales of them seducing that idiot Ilbreath, in hopes that he could get all the 
palookas residing in New Hades to form an army that would help repel invaders. They learned 
of his incompetence too late. Soon after, the story goes, they retreated deep underground, giving 
up hope in the surface-dwelling populace. Then, the experiments began in earnest. Sure enough, 
after these events, the Anti-Jayhawk popped up, as well as other strange characters that wander 
here and there. Could there be a connection? Perhaps. But strange things have emerged from 


the pit at all times in its’ history. There’s really no telling what their origin might be.” 


“Friend, try these verses out on your ears. In the Blackness, we breed. On our blankness, 


we feed. Through the brambles, and the shambles, we bleed and bleed.” 


“Ahhh. Where did you hear those lines? In dream, perhaps? Vision? I have an inkling 
of what they might refer to. But do not take me, a simple country buzzard-tribesman, as any sort 


of authoritative source. I’m only guessing based on island folklore. 


“You may have noticed that there are no women and children. Folks ‘round here often 
speculate as to how the population stays relatively stable despite constant murdering and only 
sparce immigration from outside. I don’t know if you’d thought of that, but when you live here 
long enough, it’s bound to have you head-scratchin’ at some point. Well, one folk-theory is that 
we all emerge from the pit, at some point, and just don’t remember it. But what about before 


that, you may ask? What is our true origin? 
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“T don’t claim to find the tales likely. And they certainly aint wholesome, not that I’m 
one to be the official judge of what’s wholesome. Whenever I smell the inside of my buzzard- 
skin toga, I’m reminded that we’re all very far from wholesomeness ‘round these parts. But this 


tale is unwholesome even by Catalina standards. Ehh, but it couldn’t be true — it’s too ridiculous. 


“Supposedly, after the one-percenter hobos came to the island- that’s the name of them 
that drifted here before even Lost Dukaukis, long, long ago- and disappeared into the mysterious 
shelter in the hill, they began engaging in strange dark rituals. Some say it was their plan all 
along, and they just needed an outta-the-way place for it. Others claim that they went mad from 
all the drugs, and stumbled upon authentic magic by accident, as will sometimes happen. It’s a 
sorta random genetic mutation, but with junkies. All the defective and ludicrous magical 
thinking riding through their heads bareback, at increasing speed, a hyper-fucking merry-go- 
round of insanity that’s bound, eventually, to have a usable kernel within it. When that kernel 
takes seed, it gives off that intoxicating effect that lets it stay in the mind for keeps, a “useful 
genetic variant.” Sometimes it’s only just a feel, nothing more. But enough mutations, there’s 
bound to be something with real ramifications, however unwholesome. Those ramifications can 
reverberate, pard. They can reverberate through the manifold seas of endlessly overlapping 


times and spaces.” 


Stan squinted at the tribesman with incredulity. “Do they have you believing that stuff?” 


“T can only repeat what I hear. My humble mind boggles at much lesser matters than 
these. In any case, the tales tell of rituals. Down there in the dark, there was a summoning. And 
summoning is no laughing matter. I’ve never heard an account where it isn’t a nasty business. 
There was unspeakable acts. There was dark slurpings. There was coughing fits and yowlings 


and intolerable stench, and lots of profane tenderness. And at the end of it, a horrible creation. 
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Nothing had changed. Everything had changed. Nobody could go to sleep. A voice. A 
whisper, a yowl, my friend, a furtive yow1 that slunk into your brains’ fibers and filled them with 
flaming petroleum and hissing crickets and blankness, a rugose and brittle hollowness like that of 
incontinent ghost fungus, a blankness that you could sink your teeth into. And they did. And it 
was so much more than just garden-variety sodomy, friend. It was... like an intolerable wave of 
something. It hit them in waves, that summoning did. They didn’t know what to do with 
themselves, they were giddy and horrified, it was the manifestation of inevitable magic energy in 
their own rugose husks, energy that would out itself no matter the cost, energy of a futility, both 


in restraining it, and in re-attaining it. 


‘A party atmosphere emerged. It was getting to be a real rave-up, at that point. Even as 
the hobos were galvanized, they were becoming more swollen. They were like rave matrons, 
like ruddy spiders bursting with the eggs of the impatient dead. Had they summoned a demon? 
A god? An extradimensional entity that none could understand? Or had they merely summoned 
themselves, from the inside out? They were moving and grooving, shucking and jiving, and 
bending improbable wailings out of hyperflapping lips of ice. And the ground began to pull out 
from under them, there in that impenetrable blackness. There was a forlorn fluting, a chaotic 


croaking, and the ground fell away, and kept falling. 


“Pay witness to this in your mind, mister civilized man. There are deep veins of Earth 
beneath us, but not so far down, Channels of the Mother which can be channeled through the 
proper techniques, which connect the below to the above by listening in on all action, and indeed 
most thought, that occurs here, on the thin and tenuous skin of the surface. Such Channels may 
open suddenly. You have heard of the Earth swallowing up especially horrid things, have you 


not? Things abhorred by Nature? Yes indeedie. They were shucking their jives, and there was 
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the howling of abhorrence, the clattering of ice teeth, and the ground moved out, and they were 
gone. Impregnated, friend. They had succeeded in the summoning which they may or may not 
have set out to accomplish, but in any event, their reward was imprisonment, gestation deep 
below. But Hades approved. And so it lent them its’ diabolical aid, its’ unscrupulous protection. 
They were able to gestate in peace. And their rave brood swelled, and they swelled with it, down 
there in the darkness, brooding. Brooding, impossible brooding, more broodingly brooding than 
ever you dared guess a brood master could brood. They were reaching sodomous tendrils 
through the sticky, icky soul, and they were able to breed and feed, to multiply, like ghastly 


reverse-ginseng. 


“And there they brood still, at the bottom of Lost Dukaukis, pumping out offspring of 
their same cast. Some of these creatures craw] to the surface, and slowly, they regain some type 
of humanity, taking on the cast of their forebears, with no memory of where they emerged from. 
Giant fat mutant hobo corpses, not a thought in their heads, pumping out feral babies from their 
many orifices. And we crawl up, bleeding, through the brambles and the shambles of Abaddon, 
taking our place in the disapproving sunlight as regular inhabitants of Murder Island. 


Misunderstood? Sure. But at least we aint down there no more.” The man pouted. 


“Fascinating,” said Stan, deep in thought even as he responded. “But, if there’s any truth 
to the tale, it can’t be that simple. A ragtag gang of hobos doesn’t simply call up a being with 
that kind of power, not even by accident. And what use could Hades have had for a group of 


sinners who never even left their island?” 


“Questions,” the tribesman said, “that I couldn’t answer in a million years. Is there 


anything else I can help you with?” 
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“T’m sure, friend,” said a fervently thoughtful Stan, “that I'll think of the perfect question 
hours from now, when I’m well on my way down the Pit and well past being able to ask it, as is 
the way with such things. But for now, I'll leave you to live out the undoubtably short remainder 
of your miserable existence, and be on my way. Thanks for the help, and many fine murders to 


you and yours.” 


Nodding, the minor chieftain and his remaining lackey disappeared into the junk. Stan 
wasted no time disappearing in the opposite direction, towards the center of the island. The Pit 
couldn’t be far now. The mysteries of this island were too damn many. Fascinating as it all was, 
the questions crowded in on him, giving him a headache. He just wanted to be done with it, to 
have Johnny, to see Erazzmo safely off, to head on the road again and not have to bother with 
CentralGov or their agentes anymore, and be left to enjoy some good libros and manly 
bloodsport and good Hunting, and live out the rest of his days in malevolent peace. But it was 
never that easy, not in a stale and paltry dimension like this. He thought of Johnny, and his skin 
tingled. Oh, Johnny, you’re real, the realest real, never was a cute little guy more real and good 
and fun to be with. Nothing wrong here, officer, everything Aye Okayyy hunky-dory. There 
was no need for assistance. Walk the line. Be home soon. No dizziness, just good sinus 
clearing high thoughts and sensible exertions, that got the blood pumping at a good and 
respectable rate. Blood pressure? Never heard of it. Ice cream fairies alive, he was glad to be a 
Mexican Jew, glad to be out here, real sensible, looking for his sweet guitar, and those that took 
it, he was gonna rip them open by the ass cheeks and let them experience what that was like 
while they bled out. Fuck those cocksuckers. His eyes teared up slightly. He walked. And he 
was a real tough guy, just sensible, sometimes crazy, loved evil, yeah okay, nothing wrong with 


that. But when you came to the lip, to the mouth — well, okay — it was, yikes. 
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He looked down, looked out. The panorama before him was not of an everyday 
character. The sky overhead was white and pale with mist, too damn much mist. It was a big, 
bold sky, yet it was too mercurial. That sky was making the sights more eerie. They were eerie 
enough without it. Below, down and down, was blackness, impenetrable. The Pit. Abaddon. 
No sound, no smell, nothing whatsoever arose from that crushing void. It was its’ own starless 


cosmos. 


The lip was a circle that went around for miles. The brown Earth went down 
precipitously, a few bramble patches draping themselves a ways down before living things gave 
out. But the junk didn’t stop. Great hulls of skyships, landspeeders, and other old-tech vehicles 
stuck out from the walls of the drop. And Stan saw, to his bewildered wonderment, that they 
formed a precarious, complex, yet entirely workable walkway down, down, down, easily 
traversable, with a proper dose of caution, to the dexterously athletic. If he wound through the 


junk in just the right way, he would be able to descend in good time. 


In front of him, a junked cyberplatform stuck out, coated with brambles. At the far end, 
there was a staircase of old cybercars sticking from the Abaddon wall, leading into the window 
of a skyship, which had its’ own exit, and so on, and so on, down, down the way. What force 
had created this? The intricacy, the intelligence needed for such a design, was considerable. He 
stepped onto the platform, wound his way through the brambles, through the shambles. Careful 


as he possibly could be, yet he still found himself pricked on the legs. 
And he bled. 


It was so small a trickle as to be beneath his notice. But he couldn’t fail to notice it. He 


bled, and bled, and a chill traversed his spine. 
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And he did the only thing he knew how to do. He kept going. 


The hours slipped by. Daylight faded, and Stans’ night-stalker vision went into high gear. 
Crawling through hulls became a routine, putting him into a grim and arduous trance. Hordes of 
plump round spiders periodically emerged to defend their homes, like armies of mobile purple 
grapefruits with menacing mandibles. He was soon covered in layers of spider goop from 
dealing with the juice-bearing devils. Their sticky, invisible webs were hardly less unpleasant. 
After many hours of dark descending, the arachnid encounters tapered off. Surely there weren’t 
enough flying insects down here to sustain the population. Indeed, nothing lived in these dark 
reaches, where even the moonlight was becoming a ghostly apparition of a memory, far 
overhead, shrinking. Using hunterly senses and instincts, he continued ever downward, without 


hesitation, without slowing. 


The void of Abaddon was now really-and-truly being encroached upon. It was more than 
suffocating. It was crushing. Everything, every sense, every part of the mind, body, soul, the 
very fundament, tingled with that crushing black pressure. Stan knew blackness, knew 
wickedness and the black depths of perdition. This was not the same sort of blackness. There 
was no malicious disport, no love of grim desire and dark perception. The characterless 
character of this Pit was not about evolution through fear and discomfort, about the turning of the 
screw to bring out the mightiest in worthy adversaries. It was only crushing cessation, a force 
beyond either petty cheating or macho sportsmanship, beyond good and evil, a Blackness beyond 


black. It would crush you, not because you were weak, but because you were existent. 
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And within that black Abaddon-fog, voices howled, wailing at and into Stan as he 
maneuvered deeper without allowing himself surcease. They weren’t immune to the pressure. 
Rather, they had given away the echoes of their humanities, allowing themselves to become one 
with the gripping, ripping pressure-cooker. They swirled and twirled. They mated and grated. 
They pranced and advanced, yelling farther and darker into Stan, warning him of the endless 
world that he was coming into. They took hold of his heart, and YOWLED at it in a futile effort 


to get his attention. 


All Stan could think about was how lonely Johnny must feel. 


Why had he left his siblings? Don’t think of that. They didn’t need him. 


Nobody needed him. It was better they were without him, king of evil that he was. 


And the pressure grew. 


The voices swirled, and Stan felt the pressure, even as he continued, and he felt the 
pressure. Nobody should have him around, he was too evil and yeah maybe it wasn’t such a 
good idea to be evil but it was WHO HE WAS. It was his IDENTITY BRO. And you just don’t 
go questioning someone elses’ identity when you don’t know nothing about it, his folks had died 
when he was young, coming up in the Mystic Desert, you just gotta think fast and be tough to 
stay alive, and he saw it, that them fuckers were trying to be snotty at him just ‘cause he was evil 
and calling him kid when they would wet their cocksucking diapers if they had to spend A 
FUCKING DAY IN HIS SHOES, ya know. Yeah. You do know. ‘Cause he got good at evil, 
got good at murdering and all that, first so that he could survive, then so he could protect the 
heritage, and then so he could kick your mother fucking ass. But guess what. You’re too weak. 


Fuck your shit. 
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And he had known and suspected and thought about that maybe evil wasn’t a good idea 
for some time, and he was kinda surprised, even though it was pretty good murderin’ skills and 
they were really asking for it, how unsatisfied he had been with the kills he’d racked up on the 
island, that mayor clown and those other guys. Well. Fuck them anyway. But he hadn’t had fun 
like he thought he would. Maybe evil was running its’ course. Fuck evil. He didn’t need that 
stuff. And he had told himself that it was such a part of his being and had put it all in his dark 
heart and stuff. But what if it was always just a pastime, one that he had grown out of? The 


voices swirled and whispered, and he told himself, Yeah. What if it was just a pastime? 


There were no voices. Stan was just crazy. 


Yeah there were fucking voices. And they were the souls, y’know, of, people and stuff. 
They were the voices of those dead that were hanging around and annoyed by the summoning 
and the whole Lost Dukaukis nonsense because it had interrupted their dead people shit. Sure. 


You know how it goes. 


And Stan really and truly didn’t know what to believe anymore. 


He descended. 


20. Bitch Town Party in the Hole Tonight 


It was dark down here, and Stan used his hunter senses. But he didn’t believe in his hunter 
senses anymore. He didn’t believe in any of that shit. And suddenly, Stan didn’t know where he 


was going. 


Suddenly, Stan didn’t at-all know where he was going. 
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He descended. But was he still descending on strange tunnels and walkways of junk? 
No. It had shifted at some point, he now dimly realized, and he was moving on slippery organic 
stairs of cave rock. He didn’t like the rock. It was hard to describe exactly why. It seemed like 
ordinary cave rock. And yet something about it, about its’ placement and uniformity, a neatness 


and quiet grandeur, made him think of Yahweh, the God of Heaven and Earth. 


Fuck that shit, he thought. Having to deal with God is the last thing I need down here. 


He was sure he was still along the perimeter of the Pit, and indeed that it was a long way 
from the bottom. His path leveled off. Now he was standing in shallow water, the cave rock 


doubly, trebly slippery beneath his feet. He eased himself along. 


And from nowhere, a bright light briefly blinded him. When his eyes adjusted, he saw a 
figure, as large and muscular as he, but with slightly more grace and less blocky-ness to the 
features, placing a mining lamp on a small flat-top stalagmite which sat alone in the large flat 
area. The crushing dark all around kept the light from extending out as far as it should have. 
Stan got a good look at the figure, its’ purple wrestling shorts, its’ askance giant purple beak 


headdress that fully covered all facial features. 


“A respectable imitation,” he said. “But hear me well. You’re no Jazzy Jayhawk. And 


you never will be.” 


“Boy, don’t talk of things you know nothing about.” Though the face was covered, this 
strange lookalike exuded haughtiness from more than just its’ vocal tones. “What brings you to 
the Depths? Did your timid mother neglect to purchase you candy, and so your search led in this 
direction? Look no further. I am the stranger with your candy. It’s a scintillating bonbon called 


‘the fist of justice.’ I had heard tell that Vampiro Stan would be coming in this direction, and 
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that he was the powerful long-foretold messiah of Mexican Jewish assassin arts. I was looking 
forward to an opponent worthy of my stature, after what feels like an eternity here on this island, 
with only mediocre opponents to divert me. It appears I wasted all this time awaiting a mere 
child, a boy barely able to dress himself, let alone properly control charged dermal currents. 
What a lark.” The great purpurate beak tipped back as the imposter shook with mordant laughter 


at its’ own rather theatrical tauntings. 


Stan scowled at the figure. “Suck my swizzle stick, bucko.” 


The imposter grunted in poorly concealed surprise. “You impertinent!” It brought its’ 
arms up, entered a crane-esque combat stance. It was totally unlike the complete self-possession 
and economy of movements that Stan knew characterized the probable greatest wrestler of all 
time, the real Jazzy Jayhawk. But that didn’t mean the creature would automatically be a 
pushover. Stan now looked slightly forward to seeing how worthy of a fight he could get from 
the genetic superfreak. Had they really been trying to clone the Great One? Or was it just a 
good DNA makeup for a strong man? Either way, he was sure this “guy” was the product of a 


lab. 


As if reading his mind, the imposter said, “Oh all right. I may not be Jazzy Jayhawk. 
But I’m nota thing. I’m not a thing. And I’m ready for this. You'll see, Stan, that my might is 


considerable. I’m a human, God damn it!” 


“That’s the spirit, you futtering fuckwad.” Stan beckoned with outstretched combat- 


stance fist. “Let’s dance.” 


Grunting, the imposter reached behind him, rummaging around, it seemed, in the back of 


his trunks. Presently, he produced what looked like a thick iron torch — or the hilt of a sword. 
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Holding the item with both hands at crotch-level, he breathed deeply. A spark shot out. Then, a 
stream of sparks, and soon a beam of flame. The fearsome red-orange beam soon extended a full 


six feet, and stayed there, sustained, roaring softly, glowing bright. 


Stan raised an eyebrow. “Compensating for something?” 


The entity charged, sword swinging. Stan easily vaulted over the blade sidewise, 
prepared to deliver a flying elbow. He stopped himself, reacted just in time to roll under the 
blade as it came back in the opposite direction. The being immediately brought the sword up 
over its’ head, muscles geared to bring it down with furious might. Stan rolled again, this time 
diagonally to the side of the blow, bringing himself to just beneath his foes’ armpit. A 
millisecond separated him from devastation. The blade came down, crashing into the cave stone 
with surprising solidity, sending water vapor hissing upward, creating a brief cloud. Stan got up, 


began looking for an avenue to get a hold in on this surprisingly dangerous threat. 


It was not to be. The entity tossed aside the emptied torch, turned with lightning-speed to 
face Stan head on. Reaching out its oddly artificial arms, it came to grips with him. Stan knew 
not to relax. Yet he was still surprised by how evenly his grip was met. He searched for 
weaknesses. The creature was an oddly blank slate, impossible to read. But its’ strength was no 
mystery. Jazzy Jayhawk it surely was not, but there was another kind of might here, a more 
animal, mechanical, basic might, as of a boulder bearing down on an unfortunate climber, 


crushingly inevitable, driving one into the ravine of ones’ own preconceptions. 


Bracing himself for a taxing ordeal, Stan tried to summon his dermal air currents, flexing 
his muscles and prickling his skin in ways sure to stir them up. He wiggled his fingers, trying to 


detect the flavor of the dermal currents along his foes’ fist. But the dark pressure of the Pit was 
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making the task nearly impossible, sucking up energies almost as soon as they emerged, 
enforcing a tense and loathsome stillness. Then Stan felt something that he never suspected he 
would feel, something awful. It was apparent that the foe was stealing all dermal air energies, 


not through any manipulation of its’ own, but through simple organic absorption. How...? 


It smiled, and its’ voice gave no indication of effort at the titanic match of might it was 
partaking in. “Your combat data will prove invaluable, child. Most excellent.” Stan, not letting 
up a single scintilla, prepared to retort, but there wasn’t time. With mad cackling, the thing 
suddenly leaped back, way back, out of Stans’ grip and beyond the range of the light it had 
brought. Not bothering to reactivate his hunting sight, Stan grabbed the lantern and darted after 
it. In a jiffy, he stopped himself. He was at the edge of a sheer vertical drop-off, down who- 
knew-how far, into the black depths, likely all the way down to Lost Dukaukis. The creature had 
leaped it. Was there a hidden platform below? Could it fly? Or had it simply leapt to its’ death, 
utterly insane and deluded? There was simply no telling. But now, Stan knew that it hadn’t been 
bluffing about its’ power level. Perhaps it had imitated the Great Ones’ appearance in order to 
toy with expectations, so that when one encountered a foe who seemed to use none of the Great 
ones’ strats, one would be momentarily taken off guard. Perhaps it had put on shoes it was 
impossible to fill, so that opponents would fall into the trap of underestimating it, as Stan might 
have done, were he less experienced. Perhaps the whole tawdry charade was simply a 
manifestation of its’ madness, or evidence of an earlier experimental phase when it was hoped it 
would really take on some of the power of the Master, before something went horribly wrong. 


The possibilities were myriad, with none more or less likely than any other. All idle speculation. 


Would he see the thing again? Stan wondered. And he almost hoped he would. But he 


doubted it. There was one aspect that stuck in his mind, something that he couldn’t shake. Was 
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there something... slightly divine, a stench of the holy about that doppelganger? Surely, God 
Almighty wouldn’t trifle with such childish games as cloning, when he could just set up a new 
lifeform, if that suited his fancy. But it was hard to imagine what he’d just fought as anything 
but a genetic experiment of some sort. There was the abnormally smooth and generic about the 
whole package, an untrained quality, talents not fully attributable to lived experience. The 
struggle of tough self-discipline hadn’t been burned into that things’ fibers. So then, if Stan 
didn’t misread and God really was around here - what was the old Bastard up to? In talking with 
San, Stan could remember her indicating on multiple occasions that God was almost certainly 


not still working with CentralGov. Were they really the ones in charge down here? 


Stan placed the lantern back on its’ stalagmite, left it there, a symbol of respect for his 
opponent. He walked onwards, head spinning, into the impenetrable black. What would happen 
when he reached a point where he couldn’t continue? He would just have to go back up. Yet he 
knew that wouldn’t happen. Something had made those junk stairs downward. These cavern 
rocks were an amazing coincidence as well, now once again leading downward in big, shallow 
steps that corkscrewed along the sides. No. Some force wanted bipedal beings to be able to 


descend. 


And Stan had to get to Johnny. He knew it. It was his destiny. Psychically, he heard the 
small voice of Johnny, crying out into the darkness. It cried to him, sweet, frightened. Not his 
own voice. No. Definitely not, and anybody who suggested so, would certainly have been 
deluded! It was a good thing there were no such knaves to try and mess with him. Down here, 


in the darkness. 
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Gip and Flek held one anothers’ hands as they made their arduous way towards the sound of 
battle. They had lost track of time. On a number of occasions, Flek had mentioned hunger, and 
Gip once noted that his feet ached. All was spoken in whisper. It was incredible that they had 
managed to follow the foreigner for this long. Normally, they would have turned back from such 
an evidently foolhardy enterprise long ago. But they didn’t even need to consult with one 
another. The trance that had entered their eyes was one and the same. The more impossibly 
dangerous this trek became, the more apparent it grew that the fiend they had chosen to track was 
a once-in-a-lifetime find. His mastery of murder was unprecedented. If there were leavings to 
be had, they would be the sort of leavings that there would be no second chance on. Mesmerized 
by the possibility, the pair continued their mad suicide-mission, never once considering whether 


or not they could hope to escape from the pit they were now in the process of crawling into. 


The light! Sparks, mist! It was a stunning bit of stimulation after dreary blackness, 
operating only by sound. Without the footfall of the foreigner, they would have fallen in several 
times over already. Clang! Ghasp! Now, by the glow of a lantern, they could see that their man 
was struggling with another, locked in a test of strength. After a tense moment, the other fellow 


escaped somehow. “Did you see what happened?” whispered Gip. 


“Nope,” whispered Flek. “These guys are too quick. I can’t keep up with it.” 


“Me neither. But it looks like the other guy is gone now.” 


Stan had grabbed the lantern. He stood there for a moment, shaking and rubbing his 
head. Then he put the lantern back and continued as before. As the pair passed the lantern, Gip 
grabbed it, snuffing the light out. “I have a whole dang matchbook in my back pocket. If we 


need it, this sucker could really help us.” 
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“Yeah,” whispered Flek, “or you could get us found out lighting it. You’ve seen how 


good that guy is with murdering. Who knows what he’ll think of being trailed?” 


“Mmm/’yeah,” whispered Gip, “but I have a funny feeling that he already has some 
notion. That guy strikes me as a hunter-type, indeed a damn good one. How can he navigate so 


effortlessly in this darkness, and yet still not detect us? Are we really that stealthy?” 


“Shush.” Flek didn’t sound entertained by the train of thought. “You’re giving me the 
willies. I just hope this ends up being worth it. And that the stories — you know, about the 


entrance of the Pit proper — don’t have anything to them.” 


“Me too.” Now Gip also sounded concerned. “If there’s anything to the rumors, even 


our big pal might not be able to handle it.” 


In the darkness, in perfect sync, they both gulped. 


20. Black Hole Fun 


There were lights. 


There were lights in Stans’ eyes. He didn’t know where they came from. They were 
swarming him. Ancient lights, hollow in some sense, not warm... yet... these lights were 
ghostly, but they weren’t like the ghost lights of the nether realms that he was used to. There had 
been a warmth, of a sort, to these lights once, in a memory, in the memory that was all there was 
of these lights. They swam in his eyes and in his head, white, pale, unassuming, they passed 
him, in this subterranean tunnel of perception. And they were passing. They were passing cars, 


driving down 110 towards Santa Monica. Alone at night. The road didn’t have much traffic, and 
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Stans’ car smelt of oreo farts and expired axe body spray. He was trying to eat healthy. Don’t 
stop at the convenience store. Don’t get a protein bar and an energy drink like you always do. 
You don’t need more protein, and you sure don’t need any God damn energy. No, you don’t 

need nicotine gum either. Just keep going. Driving, at night. Alone. We don’t need comfort, 


we just accept that we’re alone. 


Accept it. They’re driving away, flitting away at ninety miles an hour. Like hungry 


ghosts. And I’m one of them. 


Zeke had been so happy with his new place near the beach. He loved going out onto the 
Santa Monica Pier. He would stand there in his hideous suspenders, out on the boardwalk 
among all the tackiness, and he would point southwards. “Wayyyy down there,” he would say, 
“past the point when there aint no more beach. There’s an island. And that’s the island my 
library’s on. On the air, you can taste it.” A smack of the lips. “That’s the taste of knowledge. 


That’s the taste of freedom.” 


Zeke had called Stan up. “Come visit with me, you son of a bitch. It’s been too damn 
long.” It was eight thirty. Most old people were getting to bed by then. Zeke had always been 
abnormal. Apparently, he had been getting groggy, but then he drank some decaf coffee, and it 
had woken him right up. Yeah. Sure. He wanted Stan to bring over some of the Suntory. 


“That’ll knock me right out. Don’t worry.” 


Tomorrow was Saturday. Stan figured the kid he’d found recently could be trusted to 
open up the shop on time. He shouldn’t need to drop by for more than a second, if at all. That 
left him with practically nothing to do. He sure didn’t need to get up early. He was long past 


going to any sort of club at times like these. Clubs were noisy, stinky places, and he was sick of 
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‘em. He had gotten in plenty of reps already today. Forget that shit. He wasn’t gonna exercise 
all night like some kid, only to be sore in the morning. But now, as he passed the best exit to get 
to the Museum of Jurassic Technology, he wondered if he should be encouraging Zeke staying 
up past his bedtime. That old man needed rest. Sleep-deprived, he was liable to get even more 


squirrely. 


Hell, who was he kidding. It was more important to both of them that they get some 
company. Human contact. The fact that it wasn’t a woman made it even better. Less trouble 


that way (except for certain types of boys — Stan shelved that thought.) 


Driving in a near-trance, he thought of Zekes’ library. The whole concept weirded him 
out for some reason. Zeke was so proud of it. That was what was most important. But what was 
the purpose again? Zeke had explained it a thousand times, and when he was the one saying it, it 
somehow didn’t sound cult-like. “It’s gonna help to share the esoteric knowledge our type of 
person might take for granted, and send it down through the ages.” The geezers’ voice had been 
filled with wonder, and Stan was sure there was no charismatic leader manipulating him out of 
his life savings. Just Zeke and his pals, having a good time taking their boat to the island. But 
Stan didn’t know shit about esoteric anything, so the concept kinda fell apart right there. He was 
a proud small business owner, giving West Los Angeles the custom-tailored supplement 
shopping experience that big chains couldn’t provide. And the internet was kicking his ass. If he 
had esoteric knowledge, he would definitely be casting some gnarly, creative hexes on online 


sellers. 


He’d never seen such a quiet Friday night in LA. Who knew why? Maybe something 
about this haze was making people stay in. He knew he’d be in, if Zeke hadn’t dinged him. He 


forced himself to skoooowww dooooowwwn as he rolled along the neighborhood streets. 
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Vaguely beachy, these houses. With plenty of that Southwestern affectation common around 
here. He didn’t know why he thought “affectation.” You couldn’t get farther Southwest than 
LA. He pulled into the driveway, Zeke’s old Prius sitting in there, Stan wondered what it’d take 
to pry the drivers’ license from the old guys’ claws. It was still a bit early to worry with that. 


Zeke was probably fine to drive. For now. 


He grabbed the brown-paper-bagged Suntory, hopped out. Across the street, two hobos, 
one with dark hair and one with blonde, seemed to be staring in the general direction of Zekes’ 
dwelling. Probably just zonked out on funny pills, Stan thought, but still, perhaps it’s just as 
well I got here. He strode up to the fellows with deliberate, deliberately visual confidence. “Hey 


guys. Looking for any particular address?” Hopefully that'll get ‘em moving along. 


The blonde turned to face him. “Nah, bro. We was just hangin’ out. I hope we aint 


botherin’ ya.” 


“Oh, ‘course not. Just making sure I couldn’t offer help. You guys have a good 


evening.” Stan smiled with calculated cordiality. 


“Yeah, you too bra. C’mon Flek, let’s perambulate.” The pair headed off down the street 
at an easy stroll, the sort of rolling walk one associates with hobos and drifters, as if there were 
wheels in various parts of their bodies. Funny name, Stan pondered. Who calls themselves 
Flek? Shrugging to himself, he strode to the adobe-oid front of Zekes’ pad and punched the 


buzzer. 


It was a moment before the old-timer had gathered himself enough to answer. Stan saw 
by the slight circles under his eyes that he was indeed being truthful when he had spoken of his 


insomnia. How many times would everyone have to remind the guy that decaf still had trace 
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amounts of caffein? During the day was fine, but just don’t mess with it at night. But he was 
probably lonely, and just as happy for company. Jf I hadn’t given him that Suntory that one time, 
Stan thought, J wouldn’t be the one getting all these calls. Tf the patriarch did indeed drink the 
booze, he would surely be tired before too long. Encouragingly, he was eyeing the brown paper 
bag before he’d even said hello. “Stannie!” He grinned his cheerfully malevolent grin, and Stan 
thought of all the fright he’d had as a youngster, watching the tacky performances his great-uncle 
had put on as “Dr. Vampiro” and “Zombi Loco.” He really had been the best thing in most of 


those old flicks. 


“Up past your bedtime, I see,” Stan boomed. “And here I am encouraging your bad 


behavior!” The two men embraced, kissing one another on the cheek. 


“That’s pretty accurate,” Zeke laughed. “But it’s Friday. Everyone gets a treat once-in- 
awhile. And I got a treat for you, old pal! Tell me if you like it. If you think this is stupid, I'll 
take someone else, but I wanna see it. It’s the new thing. Tickets! To a show of the new 
musical, what is it?” He pulled the tickets from his pocket, squinted at them through his 
hyperthick spectacles, consulting every inch of text. “The new ‘-Dark- -Souls-’musical at the 
Dukaukis Theater for the Performing Arts, this Sunday. I know it’s only in two days, but I 
figures you don’t usually have much going on Sunday. Since the store’s closed. Come on in, sit 


down, sit down. Does that sound fun?” 


The men moved into the kitchen area, seated themselves on the rotating bar-style stools 
that Zeke had specially installed. “Thanks, Uncle Zeke! Man, you know I love musicals almost 
as much as you do.” Stan set the bag on the counter, resolving to pour two shots sooner rather 
than later. “I’ve only heard a little about this one though, which only makes me wanna see it all- 


the-more. I know it’s the big thing people are talking about right now. Based on some kinda 
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video game? I woulda thought that that shit made bad source material for a musical, but 


apparently this one’s been done really well.” 


“Yeah. Well, Hollywood loves videogames these days. They’re a bajillion-fucking- 
dollar industry. But you know that the classless type of people who play a lot of those things are 
not overlapping, audience-wise, with most theater goers. That’s why it was so daring of them to 
try it. But a lot of the best musical theater is about taking big, huge risks. There are basically 
two main things I’ve found that we musical-lovers seem to love - stuff that doesn’t take any risk 
at all, and stuff that takes all the risks. It’s just like that with us somehow. Man,” his eyes 
darted, a sure tell that he was about to abruptly swerve into a completely different subject, “I 
can’t figure out how that decaf stuff can get me goin’ like this. It doesn’t hardly have no caffein 
in it.” 

“Tt wouldn’t be the first time this has happened,” said Stan. “Ready for me to pour us 
some drinks? You got me wanting some as well. Though of course I can’t have much, since I 


gotta drive home. Not planning on crashing on the couch tonight, nor on the highway.” 


“Yeahhh,” said Zeke with a grin, “you wanna get me tired soon as possible, just so you 
can get me outta your hair. Go ahead and pour some. And crash on the couch. You can’t drink 
no whiskey and be okay with driving. Not even a little. Not even for a big tough fella like 


yourself.” His eyes darted. “Say, you still going with that Mandy chick?” 


“Nope. Turned out she was a psycho crazy bitch. Just like the rest. Leave it to me to 


pick the crazy ones.” 


Zeke chuckled remorselessly. “Keep trying.” He looked to the side and off into the 


distance of his mind, eyes grown wistful. “Because finding a good woman. Maaaaan. That’s a 
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feeling like nothin’ else.” Head swiveling, he laid a penetrating, not-unkind gaze on Stan. “It’s 
worth searching. I know you’ll do okay without anyone. You’re an independent kid, a free 


spirit. But trust me, kid. It’s worth searching.” 


Stan pulled out the shot glasses, poured them each a sliver of amber fluid. “I know you 
know what you’re talking about.” He slid them across the counter, re-bagged the booze, and 


walked back over to the guest stools. 


Zeke grinned at him. “Yeah, boy, you know I do. How’s things otherwise? The store 


staying afloat?” 


“T’m getting by. Fulfilling my duty to the economy by employing some teenagers. Not 
much else. How about you? You and the boys made any plans to make it back over to the 


library?” 


“Nawww, some of those guys are so old that every little thing is an imposition. It gets to 
be where it’s like herding cats. That’s why I was so glad when I saw they had such a catch at the 
Dukaukis Center. When they had announced they were building it over in the little town there in 
Catalina — Avalon, is the name of it, the tacky little town with all those middling pub-type places 
— everyone was up in arms, and I don’t blame ‘em. If that’s all you know the island for. They 
were saying how not enough people would want to make the trip, so that they wouldn’t ever get 
any good shows over there. Well now they got a hot item, and it’s sold out, and I’m looking 
forward to stopping in at the library. Tickets are for two thirty, the show’s about two and a half 
hours, usually, I read in the paper. So if it’s all the same to you, I figures we can go over there, 
just get some brunch at any old place, then stop by the library — doesn’t have to be a long visit — 


and swing back and catch the show. Then we’ll head on home. I got the use of the Surf de Ville. 
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I checked with everyone and they’ve had plenty of damn time to answer back, if they haven’t 


already.” 


“The ‘Surf de Ville’ is the little yacht you guys all share,” Stan said. 


“Yeah. That’s it.” Zeke took a sip of the drink. “Whhoooooo000. That’s some strong 
stuff, boyo! You better crash on the couch. I can’t have you out and driving after even a sip 0’ 


that.” 


“Maaaan,” said Stan with knit brows, “you gotta realize that I have a way different 


system! This amount of alcohol is just not as much in my bloodstream.” 


Zeke narrowed his eyes at his great-nephew. “Stannie, I’ve had a whole lifetime of too 
God damn much to drink, and I know what I’m talking about. You go out on the road after that 
cup,” he jabbed an emaciated talon-digit in the direction of the shot glass, “‘and you’re liable to 


run down a fucking kid or something.” 


“What parents are letting their kids play in the streets in the dark on Friday night in Los 


Angeles?” 


“Tt’s not funny, Stan. It’s not a game.” Zeke was slightly buzzing and trembling with 
percolating intensity. ““You sleep on that couch at least two hours before you go back out there. 


Preferably all night.” 


“Maaaan, I brought you over the stuff like you asked and now I gotta be a prisoner!” 
Stan polished off the last sliver of whiskey, wiped his mouth. “I shouldn’t josh ya, Zeke. I know 
you mean well. I’ll take a nap before I go. The streets are actually quieter than usual for a 


Friday. I can’t figure it, must be the fog.” 


1003 


“Could be. Fog can do that. Creates an atmosphere.” Zekes’ eyes suddenly looked 
fiercely contemplative. “Ya know, I was just looking out the window a little while ago. There 


were some hobos casing my joint from across the street.” 


“Yeah, I sent them away, but you let me know if they become a nuisance.” 


Zeke waved the concern off. “I aint worried about that. That’s not what made me 
mention them. The haze had come in, and those hobos seemed to come in with it. And it got me 
to thinking. In a sense, we’re all just sorta... space-time hobos. Rollin’ around between 
Multiverses. Like, there could be another life, another you, another universe. Right on the other 
side of that fog. And you just don’t know it. But on nights like this, it feels like there’s a tear. A 


slip. A slide between hostile dimensions, where the pressure grows Hellish.” 


“Man, Uncle Zeke, I’m gonna tell you, not for the last time, that I don’t know what 


you're fuckin’ talking about when you talk like that.” 


The old-timer seemed not to hear. There was now a faraway light in his eyes. “The mist 
rolls in, boyo, just like from some fog machine on some tacky set for some tacky monster flick. 
Props and effects that couldn’t hardly convince the suspension-of-disbelief of a little baby. But 
you have full-grown men, watching, even ones who hadn’t seen it during their own youths. 
Watching it and just keeping watching, like they’re taking that shit seriously. Why? Is it some 
memory? Perhaps these tales coulda been contenders for actual works of art. Or more. But they 
were told in the wrong universe. There’s a code inscribed in the garbage, laddie. Each cinematic 
shit log possesses the clues to the laws that govern another place, another time. Another 


universe.” 


“T might not be able to keep giving you Suntory like this, Zeke.” 
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Zeke gazed steadily into Stans’ eyes. “Look at me, boy. Do I look inebriated? I never 
felt more keen. No, if anything, it’s the decaf talking. But ehhh, it’s none o’ those things. It’s 
your Uncle Zeke talking, and he knows his business. Things I learned from talking to major 
people in the industry, Mel Brooks, Richard O’Brien, Frank Zappa. And others. But even they 
didn’t really understand, not fully. Culture has hidden heights and hidden depths. The good is in 
the evil, and the evil is in the good. And that way, to the one with understanding, the Multiverse 
can be cracked wide open. Well, I wouldn’t 0’ said such stuff when I was younger, for fear of 
being made fun of. But the inevitable downslide, Death knocking at your door, makes one bold. 
There’s precious little to fear, other than the thought of your loved ones having to suffer after 
you’re gone. And, sadly, suffering is certain, for as long as we’re above the ground.” He 


chuckled unpleasantly. 


“Well with that cheery thought,” said Stan, “we should probably be heading to our resting 
spots. I’m looking forward to meeting up on Sunday. When should I swing by? I'll drive you to 


the dock.” 


“Nine thirty,” said Zeke. “It won’t take us much more than two hours before we’re at the 
island. Put it at twelve to be safe. Hour for lunch, hour for library — including travel — thirty 


minutes bonus. Two thirty. If we lose time we’ll cut the library short.” 


Stan nodded. “I see no major problems.” He’d never seen an old man as ready to go for 
an appointment as Zeke was. If he said he’d be ready by nine thirty, he’d be ready to pop out the 
door ten minutes early. “It'll be a blast. What a great idea. Do you need anything else? The 


house working out well?” 
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“Yeah, you know I love the house. One story, a jacuzzi, near the beach - easy walking 
distance if I was younger. I got everything I need. Stocked up on meds. Plenty of ham. [’m 


good. I’m good.” 


“Good. I guess I’m lying on your stinky couch.” 


“There’s nothing wrong with my couch. You lie there. I’m getting sleepy too. That 
damn stuff sure did the trick. Thanks again for bringing it.” Zeke got up, spent from the furious 
poesy of his contemplations, and wandered back into the darkness of his bedroom hall. “Don’t 


forget to lock up when you head out.” 


“T won’t.” Stan ambled into the spacious living room, let himself down onto the low 
sofa. It smelled faintly of the cat. Who knew where that mangy feline devil was? He was happy 
not to see it. He was okay with cats, but there were some cats that just seemed like feral cats that 
had scored lodging, and this was one of them. He hoped the little fucker didn’t come and piss in 
his mouth while he was resting. He closed his eyes, and was immediately glad that Zeke had 
badgered him into the nap. Sure, the drink was such a small amount. But it was also the day. 

He floated for a second, feeling a slightly odd bodily distortion. It was different than other times 
when he’s sipped some Suntory after a long day, long week even. This was a sensation like he’d 
just gotten back from a long, arduous trip, and hadn’t had time to acclimate enough to truly rest. 
A man needs to be acclimated and acclimatized, he thought. Otherwise, there’s trouble. But 


what kind of trouble, he couldn’t fully put his finger on. 


He wanted, needed to help himself along in relaxing, in acclimating. He thought of times 
with friends, times in his youth. At the bowling alley, drinking watery beer from plastic pitchers. 


At the end of the night, he had flung the ball underhanded, and it had gone so far into the air, and 
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come down with such a reverberating crash, that they had been afraid they might get thrown out 
before they had a chance to get out. In the parking lot, playing with a cheap carnival-machine 
futbol, he had bragged about his punting skills. He had kicked the ball, and it had pathetically 
swirled low and to the side. Soft-spoken Granada, half his size, took a kick, and the ball had 
sailed high up onto the bowling alley roof. That was Granada all over. A true class act. He 
remembered sitting on the porche delantero grilling bologna. His friends had made fun of him 
for grilling bologna. After they tasted his marinated and specially-seasoned barbeque bologna, 
they had still made fun of him. But they had sat out there, on the porch where the raccoons and 
possums shat underneath and made it smell unbearable from time to time, had sat hunched over 
and listening to loud music, chowing down on overly-seasoned luncheon meat, and they had had 


some real laughs. 


That had been his youth, in south-central LA. Then he’d gotten into fitness, and escaped 
a lot of the dark patterns that stalked kids from his neighborhood. He’d become a businessman. 
Set up his own honest-to-God store. He still didn’t quite believe it. Now, he didn’t see some of 
those people, not ever. OI’ Zeke had given him a lot of help along the way, help which his youth 


had let him take for granted. 


Stans’ head swam slightly. He would never forget those days. Yet somehow, it all 
seemed slightly unreal. Yeah... no, this was more than just that little tiny bit of booze. He 
almost felt like there was something in that drink, even though he knew, of course, that there 
hadn’t been. It all seemed slightly unreal. It was a different world, not so, so many years away 
in the grand scheme of things — fifteen, twenty, and you were getting old — yet so far away, so, so 
far away, in some indefinable, yet integral, sense. He could almost reach out and touch those 


memories. They were on the other side of the universe. 
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Was it all real? 


He wanted to get up and leave, didn’t feel ready. Clarity was needed, but it wouldn’t 
come. It was like a sinus passage that was just blocked up, just always feeling like it was on the 
cusp of opening up, that maddening feeling, unbearable unfulfilled promise of pressure release 
that left you dead-woozy and reeling from the microsecond ache of electric anticipation. And the 
clarity was right there. He could almost touch it. The clarity was on the other side of the frikkin’ 


universe. 


If you can’t take the infinite-worlds heat, get out of the infinite-worlds kitchen. 


He thought of his youth, and he got these other phantom thoughts. Yeah. It was like 
there was still... stuff that he had to do. Rock and roll music. Sure, he loved the stuff. AC/DC, 
Santana, Aerosmith, Van Halen, maybe a little Nirvana and such — he had been into all the music 
as a kid, rock, rap, whatever. Actually, some later Aerosmith was kinda just chick-rock, but it 
was whatever. All music was good. Yeah, save rock and roll... save the guitar... sure, 


whatever. Thoughts tossed around in his head like a queasy salad. 


Then there was that one game... yeah, Tetris. He hadn’t wanted to be called a nerd, so 
he’d hardly ever talked about how fun and satisfying it was. He’d always stayed up late playing 
it on his Gameboy. Man, he’d burnt through some batteries. But there was a rage, an ember 
deep inside him, that he couldn’t explain. Yeah, that game had never ended, you just died 
whenever you couldn’t keep up and the blocks got to the top of the screen. So what? He liked 
stuff like that, where it was self-paced and you were competing against yourself. It didn’t make 
you feel so stupid when you died. So what was this memory of anger? Why get mad at fucking 


Tetris? 
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And unbidden, the strange, ultra-dimensional anger bubbled to the surface, sending 
searing words scorching through his dazzled brain. Gunpei Yokoi, you son of a bitch!! I know 
you can hear this. I scream it throughout the Multiverse, against reason, against common 
sense, though I know it does nothing for my honor. But I must scream it. You have seared an 
impossible burn into my heart in every universe. To think you would have the nerve to admit 
your crime to me. But it doesn’t affect me alone. The conspiracy, the manipulative lies and 
dark secrets. That so-called RNG in NES Tetris was always out to get us, making us think it 
was truly random, while it plotted against us, in the dark, a sneak assassin designed to 
besmirch our intelligence even as it feigned innocence. I knew something was wrong. Others 
did, but didn’t have the courage to speak. What did my courage get me? Endless humiliation. 
The humiliation of NES Tetris RNG, throughout a thousand universes, is a screaming wound. 
It’s unfair, it’s an endless battle without truth or honor. Where are our long pieces, Yokoi? 


ANSWER ME!! 
Had there been something in that drink, after all? But how could it have gotten in there? 


The pressure was killing him. And Stan didn’t even know what the pressure was over, 
what the relief would look like. Where had all of this come from? It was definitely like doing 
drugs. A bad trip, but not the pooping-your-pants-because-you-see-dead-bodies kind. It was 
waaaay in the head. And it felt like it could be worked out in the head. It should be worked out 
with rest. But Stan was getting no rest. He didn’t feel remotely drunk. And though he didn’t 
know how long it had been — like, didn’t know at all — he felt he would get better rest in his own 
bed, where there were no unpleasant alien cat smells. He got up, headed out the door, silent as 


possible, locking up behind him. It was still hazy outside. 
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The two hobos were standing in the street, looking directly at him. As if they’d been 


waiting. 


Stan strode over. “Listen,” he said, quiet enough to not wake the neighbors, but with 
smoldering intensity. “You guys have gotta not just hang around here. You’ll make people 


nervous.” 


“Yeah, yeah,” said the blond one. “We get that. It’s just... truth, we’re not attracted to 
this place. Truth, I kinda feel like we’re gravitating to you.” He looked rather serious and, 
despite his full-on hobo getup, not-at-all fucked up enough to be making such a statement to 


anyone, let alone someone as musclebound as Stan. 


“Listen. Don’t come back here. Just right here, I don’t care where else you are. If I see 


you around here anymore I’m calling the cops. That’s a promise.” 


The dark one bobbed his neck. “As is your right, bro. As is your right.” 


“Yeah,” blond said. “We’re sorry. We don’t know why it had to be like this.” 


“Okay.” Stan looked at them levelly. If he’d been a PE teacher looking at his class that 
way, the janitor would be cleaning up urine stains from the gym floor for a week. “Fine. Now I 


wanna see you turn around and go.” He placed his hands on his hips. 


The only thing that could have explained the relative lack of horror from the two hobos 
was a total lack of fear of death - almost as if they felt assured that if the mighty fellow took his 
prodigious fists and throttled the both of them, it would be an objective sign that their deaths 
were watranted, and therefore, all for the best anyhow. They turned and walked away, seeming 


mildly stoned at most, not nearly narcotized enough to conform to the logic of this scene. They 
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walked, and when half a block had been crossed, they did something even more incredible. They 
turned around and, for a moment, looked at Stan with puppy-dog eyes. Stan remained 


impassive, waiting. They continued, and in due time, disappeared into the pale haze. 


Stan heaved a big sigh. God fucking damnit, he really hoped those clowns wouldn’t 
bother his great uncle. He hadn’t heard of any street drug that had that kinda effect — whatever 
that had even been — but they were coming out with ‘em so fast these days, it was impossible to 
keep up. How many years ago was it, that that guy had eaten that other guys’ face clean off? 
They probably had crazier stuff by now, but there just wasn’t a tabloid story attached, so you 
didn’t hear about it. He got in the car, flipped on the headlights, drove off. People going by 
names like ‘Flek,’ casing out old peoples’ homes in full view, for no apparent reason but to fuck 
with ‘em. Fuck white people, he thought in an unguarded moment, before reminding himself 
that tomorrow, they’d catch a Latinx doing that same kinda shit. What a world. It was crazy. 


Weren’t there no laws to govern this place? 


Sheer chaos. 


The mist swirled. Rolling down i110. Flabby people, alone in their cars. High velocity hunks of 
metal, the silent whoosh of night, cool and ghostly, callous and calm, flowing down the 
highways and byways like ice water. Lights like floating lost souls. Innumerable yearning souls, 
flowing along the endless hard river, in a competition, a bloodsport, a fight to the death with no 
prize at the end, just more competition. But nobodys’ heart was in it. Not present. Not there. 
Ghosts of a million singular universes, each buckling under the merciless pressure of the holes of 


their own making. Zeke had spoken of corny worlds, each behaving according to their own 
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obscure laws. What if we simply existed within some c-grade popcorn movie or time-waster 
genre novel, buckling under the pressure of its’ own arbitrary junk laws? And in the endgame, 
all that pressure, disappearing into the atmosphere. When pressure was released, it was- a whole 
lotta nothing. All of this, this stuff that defines the lives of these ravenously hungering specters 
we call “each other,” all this pressure wouldn’t amount to a hill of beans. It was all nothing. 


We’re waiting for nothing. 


And through the shambles of a civilization, a society, a tribal structure, through these 
shambles, they rolled, like extradimensional hobos, bleeding and bleeding their hearts out, 
making this new society. But the hobo society had to end. Too long. /t ran its’ course, and it 
had as much right to live as anything else. But now, let the hobos be free. Release them, and 


release us. Let the Multiverse be Free. 


Stan pulled through the gate of the parking lot for his condo. He slumped his way in and 
collapsed. He’d left the whiskey at Zekes’. Who gave a shit, he wasn’t gonna drink the whole 
thing. He lay on his bed, and it didn’t quite work. Oh sure, it was better than the cat-smelling 
sofa. But lying here brought up a new problem. It didn’t feel like his bed, like his true home. 


And if this wasn’t his ding-dang home, then what was? 


Forget about it, he said to himself. Forget about brushing your teeth, forget about 


showering, don’t look at the damn phone. Just sleep. Less thinking, better. 


He drifted into slumber. And as profound cosmic implications filtered down onto him by 


the truckload, his mind reeled. 
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Running from the avalanche of ponderous musings, he escaped through the portal into pure 
dream. No sooner had he crossed over, than he was looking straight into the visage of the 


Boneyard Dawg. 


“Well well well, friend,” the surreal animal chortled. “We meet again. Fancy coming 


across you, of all folks, all the way out here?” 


“T could say the same of you, friend Darkbeast,” said Stan. “I’ve become mazed in a 
strange dimension. It’s too incredible to tell. Descending into the Abaddon of Santa Catalina, 
the black pressure was continually building. It seems that at some point it caused a pop in the 
dimensional fabric, and in the deep blackness, I wandered all-unknowing into some heinous 
other world, a place with a marked resemblance to the Time of Hungry Ghosts. It’s too much to 
ask, but I can’t hide my desperation — do you have any intel on this reprehensible place, and how 


I could escape? These false memories will pull me under if I remain here much longer.” 


The Boneyard Dawg allowed itself an uncharacteristically emotive sigh. That sigh spoke 
of depths Stan could barely scratch the surface of. “Intrepid friend,” it said, “I mean no 
offense when I suggest that you might not be able to handle the full truth. Desperate times, 
however, call for desperate measures. While I’m unwilling to risk revealing everything I 
know, or at least think I can somewhat understand, to you at this time, I will certainly tell 


you what I think you may need to know, soon enough, in this time of utmost consequence. 


“As you might have guessed, the bones from these dim reaches are unutterably 
toothsome to one such as I. For this reason I scout out these dire stretches from time to 
time. It’s as well, for you, me and everybody, that I came upon you now. If I had more 


sense, I would have prepared to make such an eventuality happen, and not left it up to luck 
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like this. But fortune favors us. First, the most elementary point. It will seem obvious as 
soon as I say it, but it’s counter-intuitive, at first, to those who live through it- however, 
your memories of this world are not indeed false. This is a parallel universe, a next-door 
spacetime, and you are temporarily inhabiting the ‘You’ from this timeline, in which you 
lived adjacent to those you call ‘the Ancestors’ in your native timeline. However, don’t 
fear the possibility of ‘messing up the timeline.’ In the jumble of spacetimes, a new pocket 
spacetime was created, a temporary dream-within-a-dream. It’s this that you currently 
inhabit. The pocket dimension is not utterly separate, however, and still has some impact 


on its’ parent dimensions. Let us simply say that it’s a destined dimension. 


“The bad news, I’m afraid, is that this jumble must resolve itself in its’ own due 
course. This process cannot be sped up. The good news is that you can steer the direction 
of that resolution. The nature of Abaddon is such that, once the resolution occurs, there 
will be no more hole in the middle of Santa Catalina Island. It will simply disappear, and 


the island will return to how it once was. 


“Put simply, the warped tangle of spacetimes and pocket spacetimes within the 
Catalina Abaddon is, in fact, the remains of what you have dubbed ‘Lost Dukaukis.’ The 
audacious interdimensional experiments that society engaged in ended in predictable 
disaster, and the result is the utter mess you’ve paid witness to. The dying mind of Lord 
Dukaukis was able to order things so that the abyss would be ‘descendible’ — pun intended. 
For this reason, you have been able to enter here, and offer hope that the Aeon of Hobos 
can finally be put to an end, freeing the long-suffering hobos in the process. The same 
hobos have been doomed to murder one another endlessly, over and over, as in a dream. 


In other words, the hobos that performed the Summoning - allowing the groundwork for 
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Lost Dukaukis to be laid - are the very same ones you met on the island. Two of these, of 


course, have followed you into the Pit. 


“Often, the question is asked, ‘Where does the shadowy “CentralGov” organization 
originate from?’ Now you have your answer. It is not that CentralGov found the Pit, and 
then began searching for the Library of the Ancients. CentralGov came out of the Pit, into 
your world, when the Pit was created. They lurked in the shadows for centuries. Though 
their primary material base was, until recently, deep beneath the Great Arenas City region, 
their spiritual base has always been Santa Catalina Island, for that is where they came 
from. Murder Island, as it’s been so quaintly nicknamed, is like a mother to them. In fact, 
there is no way to ‘find’ the Library of the Ancients ‘within’ Lost Dukaukis. The way that 
the library will be attained, is by the elimination, the unravelling and consequent 
disintegrating of Abaddon. This is because Abaddon is currently overlapping the location 
of the Library, covering it up and making it inaccessible in your own spacetime. The 
concern of CentralGov — supremely legitimate, as we see — is that the one destined to find 
the Library, is also the one destined to eliminate the Pit. And the elimination of the Pit 
means the very final and uttermost-true end of CentralGov, and of the pestilent Aeon that 


made them possible.” 


“Tt’s all madness.” Stan was nearly dumbstruck by the insanity of the whole situation. 
“But tell me if you can, friend. What was the point of CentralGov abducting my friends and 
comrades - the great Erazzmo and my beloved Johnny?” Stan briefly outlined to the canny 
hound the tale of Finnigans’ villainy in Vegizz. “In no way,” he concluded, “does this prevent 
me from my quest. Indeed it has made me hasten to Catalina, and thus to my probable bringing 


about of CentralGovs’ demise.” 


1015 


“Perceptive, friend. It may be that the forces hoped to blackmail you with the 
hostages at some point. My opinion, however, is that it was simply mere spite. I know of 
what you speak, for I saw that villain make off with the captives, from my bone perch 
outside waking conscious. Finnigan is an imposter figure, one who has been doing this for 
much longer than you might imagine. He’s running out of masks. I don’t think he cares 
all that much about CentralGov. He likely recognizes their demise as destined, sooner 
rather than later, and is simply getting off on causing dismay to others. A reprehensible 
little worm, but don’t let him get under your skin. In all probability, once Abaddon is 
banished once more, you’ll find your treasured guitar and your clever pal sitting in the 
Library of the Ancients, perusing literature at their best ease.” The dream-beast gnawed a 


bone casually, as if to illustrate the concept of “best ease.” 


“Beast,” said Stan. “Your knowledge and magnanimity do you honor. This strange 


world grates heavily on my nerves. Is it your opinion that I'll be able to escape it soon?” 


The Dawg nodded. “Friend, I have confidence. Consider how near you are to the 
Library. If Finnigan doesn’t get here soon, he’s utterly derelict in his blasphemous 
‘duties’. And though he’s an utter rascal, it’s my understanding that he’s at least a 
thorough one. Be on your guard. But as to time, if the signs and the indications are 
correct-“ he raised a nearby thighbone with one freakishly-elongated paw and combed its’ 
contours with scrutinous gaze- “I imagine the fated moment should occur within two days. 
Three at most, unless something’s very unusual. The Multiverse has been waiting a long 
time for this moment. There’s very much pressure. And you, good waking warrior, please 
take after its’ example, and be patient. I hope, dream, and feel that you will be rewarded. 


I’m sorry I can’t say more.” 
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Stan bowed to the Dawg, a gesture he rarely employed. “Junkyard Dawg. Ina 
Multiverse that seems endlessly determined to try my patience, your name will always be praised 
from these dry and cracked lips. You’ve given me renewed hope. My keenest wish is that I 


should be in a position to one day repay you.” 


“Fight, warrior. That is all the repayment I need.” 


Stan bowed his head toward the Darkbeast. He was speechless. 


He turned, taking note of his surroundings for the first time — so thoroughly had he been 
absorbed in the conversation. Amid all the calamitous ground-shifting strangeness he’d so- 
recently gone through, he was still momentarily taken aback by that vista. He stood, with the 
Junkyard Dawg, atop a mound of bone. To be expected. But what his mind couldn’t quite adjust 
to, was the seeming endlessness of the landscape of bone hills which stretched off in all 
directions, a true bone junkyard universe. Simply a large quantity of bones, no matter how large, 
shouldn’t have been shocking. Yet his mind couldn’t process it as simply “a lot of something.” 
There was something fundamentally uncanny about this many bones. He felt that he could have 
been standing on an orb the size of the planet Jupiter, with bones from every part of its’ surface, 
all the way down to the deep, deep core. Differently shaped bones, some bleached, some 
yellowed, some easily identifiable and some broken and obscure. Put simply, it was too many 


damn bones. 


The Dawg chuckled morosely. “The bounty of the Time of Hungry Ghosts is 
delectable, but it can be too much for some. I only visit on occasion. To stay here too 
long... it would be utterly consuming. Without caution, one could end up just like these 


damnable tasty bones. Just by staying in their presence! But here, friend, I offer you a 
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portal out of regions which must seem desolate and horrific to you. Best of luck, and may 


scandalous Fortuna have the grace to let us meet again, before too long.” 


Stan saw no motion, no opening of any portal or wavering of any fabric, no flash of light or fade 
to black. He simply went directly from standing in that land of eternal bones, to the depths of 
slumber. From some depth, the small restlessnesses that had haunted his sleep for so long now, 
came to tug at him. But in this place, sandwiched between sanities, all that stuff seemed to no 
longer apply. What was this restlessness about, what had it ever been about? A dream beyond 
dreaming. Niggling spites and annoyances, laboring under a microscope of tedium, the fuel- 
sources of which had eventually dried up, at some un-remarked-upon point, lost among the 
infinitude of points in time. Now, in this place, it all seemed like a waste of energy. Stan 
remembered those times, not so long ago, that he had lain in bed in Neooiseaux, unable to sleep, 


wrapped up in the delirium of his angst-filled torpor. 


But he couldn’t remember, for the life of him, what he had been so bothered about. 


21. Worlds A’Poppin 


It was a beautiful morning. The haze had cleared, and the air tasted less of carbon emissions 
than Stan had ever remembered, for LA air. He betted that the air in Catalina would be a real 
relief. The forecast was for a great Sunday tomorrow. Perfect upper-eighties temperatures. 


Love it! 
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He grabbed some orange juice from the fridge, chugged it, grabbed some milk, chugged 
it, polished off an apple. Pocketing a granola bar, he galloped out of the condo unit and onto the 
streets, jogging like the seasoned pro that he was. So excited was he about jogging on a day like 
this that he had forgotten to do pushups or sit ups. He determined to jog that much harder. He 
jogged and jogged, covering the blocks, seeing the people. A homeboy had a fruit stand set up- 
he grabbed a cup of mango to give him some business. It tasted damn good on a day like this. 
What had he been so absorbed in last night? He’d hardly drunk anything. He remembered now. 
It was definitely a combo of Zeke forcing him to lie down on his cat-smelling sofa, and having to 
deal with those annoying hobos, that had disoriented him, making him trip out. That was the 
main part, and then you had little things, just little things, adding up. The haze making things 
more dream-like. Not so many people being out. Tiredness from a work week where he’d had 
to deal with tax stuff and kids trying to shift around their schedules all the time. Plus Zekes’ 
weird outbursts, getting into his head. When little stuff like that all added together, on top of the 
couch and the creep hobos, it could trip you out before you even realized it. Man, people didn’t 


always realize how easy that could happen. Little factors added up. 


What a world, he thought. What a worlds. 


Static. 


He was by a reservoir. He sat on a bench, looked out at the low, stagnant water. The 
park around the reservoir had been fenced off. Why landscape all around, and then fence it off? 
The only people who were going in there were kids and hobos, sneaking in after-hours. The free 
and the almost-free. His stomach felt light, but he didn’t want no granola. It was a beautiful 


day. A beautiful day. 
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The humming static came stronger now. From its’ depths, soundforms slowly began to 


emerges. “iors Stan! It’s Jenks....... Drew straws, I have to be the one to get you...... device 


Crazytown. Random absurd thoughts were still floating through his head, but at least 
there weren’t any insane visuals with them. As if on cue, an utterly insane visual came. It was 
of a planet made of solid bones, human bones mainly by the look of it, but also some canine, 
some feline, some rat, possum, weasel — all the sort of critters that inhabited heavily-humanized 
spaces. Floating in eternal twilight, this planet was the size of a gas giant, such as Saturn or even 
Jupiter, but it was just bones from its’ surface, all the way down to its’ core. And then, the center 
bones began to crunch together under the weight. Soon they were fusing on a molecular level, 
molten, hot, hot, radioactive, and crunching down, more and more layers crunching together in a 
solid obliterated-bone core that was getting hot and heavy. As the layers crunched down and 
down, outside of the radioactive core, a layer of molten bone began to form, and spread. And in 
the course of perhaps two minutes, the massive heavenly sphere had shrunk down to the size of 


Earth. Though still all bone, it was no longer homogenous throughout. 
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On the surface of the bizarre planetoid, a totally crazy-looking big dog looked at Stan 
with crazy eyes. “Listen to your friend,” it mentally whispered in a dreaming rasp. “It is the 


time for preparedness.” 


I gotta get more rest, Stan thought. I’m working myself too hard these days. That'll fuck 


you up if you let it! 


He stood up. He would jog a while longer, then cut it short and get a quick bite at his 
favorite taco stand. By then it would be noon-ish. Today, that meant nap time. He headed 
onwards, around-and-about, cutting loose with his energy while taking care not to wear himself 
out. Finally, at around eleven thirty, he found himself at the stand. The street was none-too- 
busy. It was a Saturday. People should be enjoying this weather. Ah, but they were probably 
inside relaxing, like he’d be soon. Maybe he could find something on streaming television. He 
doubted it. He was trying to get into the Autobiography of Malcolm X, but now was perhaps not 
the time to fill his head with more thoughts. There would be good reading opportunities once 
he’d gotten himself back to baseline from this unwanted and unwarranted trip he was on. Ahh, 
egg and bean tacos. His favorite. The smell was intoxicating. He thanked the homey behind the 
counter and polished off his “light” early lunch in four massive bites. Then, without needing a 
split-second to let the food go down, he set off jogging towards home. He always seemed to 


absorb food-energy and be ready to use it immediately. It defied science. 


There, at the street corner, were those two fucking hobos. 


They just stared at him. /t’s so bizarre they got all the way here and knew where I was, 
Stan thought. So then why aint I even a little bit surprised? He jogged up to them, looked at 


them for a second, not without menace, to demonstrate that they could explain themselves, that 
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he was giving them the benefit of the doubt. That any shit that he was about to make happen, 
was all basically on them. The fools just stared back, slightly blank, yet almost reverent. These 


fuckwads were tripping balls, and it had gone way too far. 


“You assholes need to fuck off,” Stan said, pointing sharply at the assholes with an 
atomically-charged finger. A woman walking with her children began dragging them in the 


opposite direction. 


“Oh, yes, warrior. Show us your strength.” The blond said these two sentences with the 
oiliest, most invasive voice Stan had ever heard. Which was saying something, big time. The 
dark-hair looked on as before. His creepy eyes seemed to echo the sentiment of his comrades’ 


words. 


The blow was efficient, without flourish or showmanship, without joy or malice, a perfect 
workmans’ uppercut. The fist came up fast and easy beneath the blond ones’ chin, giving it a 
powerful pop that barely registered visually. The effects were not so modest, as, from the 
gasping mouth, not one, but two teeth went flying in blood-flecked arcs through the air. In short 
order, Stan served the dazed dark-hair with more of the same - to essentially the same effect. 

The pair now floundered on the pavement, on the brink of unconsciousness, yet somehow, 


against all probability, still cognizant enough to writhe around in a horrible ecstasy of suffering. 


The dark-hair gazed up, beady eyes filled with unsavory cosmic wonder. “Oooooh, you 


will liberate us,” he gasped at his beloved aggressor. 


“Yeah, next time I see you, I’ll really liberate you, fuckwit,” said Stan. “Don’t come near 


me. Don’t come near my family or anyone I know. If you happen to see me, or anyone I know, 
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walk the other way. Do you understand what I am SAYing to you?” He scowled heavily down 


at them. 


“HAmmmmmmmm,” said the blond, kicking himself around in circles on the pavement in 


what may have been some fucko basket-case balls-tripped version of an assent. 


Removing the pair from his line of sight, attempting to purge their greasy stain from his 
mind, Stan jogged doggedly onwards, keeping his eyes ahead and his mind objective-focused. 


With shit like this to deal with, it was no wonder he would be tripping out. What a worlds. 


The condo was cool and dark. He drank some more juice. He didn’t even have to think about it. 
He just got in bed and turned out the lights, like it was nighttime. This would have to be a real, 


full nap. He wanted to be ready and with-it for tomorrow, for his outing with Zeke. 


The knobs turned, and the extradimensional radio static hissed like hyperancient cosmic 


wind, which is what it was, and is. 


Stan lay in his condo, and he lay in the dark. The dark swirled all around him. His heart 
was filled with it, he was one with the darkness. And all of a sudden, he found that he wasn’t 
interested anymore. He didn’t have any anger towards the darkness, any sort of bad feelings. He 
just found that it wasn’t that exciting. Whatever he had hoped to get out of this darkness, he had 
had his fill of it. The feeling was one of seeing a dead end and noting it as such, of being ready 


to move on. 


Stan was tough. He had always been tough, and he always would be. Maybe other 


people cared about that. He didn’t. What did it matter? He’d seen it, seen where it led. 
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Suppose you were just naturally some little pencil-necked guy, and you had all the bravery in the 
world, and you stood up to a big thug, and he bashed your head in. Was that good? Was that 
process, that chain of events, was it something he should be excited about? Because he wasn’t. 
He wasn’t excited and he wasn’t interested in it. So maybe a littler guy had to be more careful 
about what he said. Was he less brave? Did having common sense make him less courageous? 
No? Then what was the big fucking deal about all this muscle, then? Stan liked to work out. He 
liked to be healthy. He was a strong guy. He didn’t want to just be strong. He wanted to be 


brave. 


He had faced the darkness. Had it made him braver? Naw. It was more like just some 
kinda compromise. Like, he didn’t need to be afraid of the darkness. But saying that made him 
brave was like a faithful errand boy for some street capo saying that he was brave because he 


wasn’t afraid of the mob. He and the darkness were just on the same side. So what? 


He tossed. The funny thing was how relaxed he felt, at the same time as his head was 
swirling. But not totally. He couldn’t completely relax because there was something missing, 
and he didn’t know what that something was. It certainly wasn’t no woman. But he did feel like 
he needed to be more respectful of ladies. Remember his old Ma? How would he feel if some 
guy were looking at her, the way he sometimes looked at chicks? And what brought on this line 
of thinking? It wasn’t like he was going out being a pickup artist. He respected women fine 
enough. But he felt like there were... times... in another life, almost... where he could have 


done better. Sure. We men have got to do better. Why not? 


He tossed. And still, he felt surprisingly relaxed. Yet his head spun, and he saw the 
spheres spin with it. Infinite worlds, swirling around like movie theater popcorn. Worlds 


a’poppin’. They swirled. 


1024 


And they calibrated. 


He strode across the tundra, spear in hand. Tchaktaktlocuk would certainly pay. For his 
impertinence, for attempting- and, Tustanik shuddered to think, almost succeeding- to steal his 
woman. Now was the time of the manly battle-of-battles, the face-off between men, the fight 
that would satisfy all primitive longings and establish who indeed was the most worthy of sweet 
love and smoldering love-making. The trial by might was at hand. Never had Tustanik been so 


upset. Never had he been more overjoyed. 


There! Specks on the tundra. Tchaktaktlocuk and his deplorable lackey, Yuipo. 
Tustanik grunted, spat. And he charged. Seeing the challenge, Tchaktaktlocuk pushed Yuipo 
dismissively to the frozen ground, and he, too, charged. The men charged, and the air crackled 


with the electric tension of their coming encounter. 


They charged at one another. They charged at their destiny, and into legend. 


He looked out over the enormous crowd that had gathered in that fetid swamp. Today was the 
day, the final stand. The audacity of the slithering challengers could not go unpunished. The 
people had dressed in their finest rags, and it was clear that they were ready to go to battle, to 
die, if necessary. Good. Santaine knew that he could rely on his people. This was the mightiest 
race the planet had ever known. From his regal platform of cypress-wood, he raised his palm in 
the regal salute, showing his people his battle-readiness and commanderly attributes. The enemy 
invader would pay. The Great Tree would be saved and redeemed. Death to all defilers. Now 


was the Moment of Truth. 
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“Charge,” Santaine barked. 


The depths of the desert temple had nearly spun him around until he was completely lost and 
running in circles. But now he smelled the enemy. No warrior worth a Rogallian penny would 
run from the ever-flowing glory of trial by combat. Yet this wretch, this coward, this yellow- 
bellied Rogallian pus-vulture had shown his true colors at last, rushing craven into the depths of 
the Sacred Ancestors’ sacred structure. And it was more labyrinthine than even the rumors let 
on. But Snatrallo the Pugnacious would never turn down a challenge, of either wit or strength. 
And he wouldn’t even think of turning it down when the reward was as sweet as an opportunity 
to deliver a thrashing to the churl upstart who had attempted to steal the Empire, nearly gotten 
away with it, and then, when found out, had the unbearable gall to hurl invectives at the Queen. 
The dastard would get what he deserved, to be sure. Aching for hard knocks, Snatrallo turned 


the corner- 


And came upon Gutridd the Subtle, the very villain, standing in a small round chamber 
and brandishing an antique sword! Dishonorable was ever his way, and now he was preparing to 
attack an unarmed opponent with a blade. Excellent. His impending defeat would be that much 
more joyous an occasion. But Snatrallo didn’t let himself get overconfident. He gathered all the 
instinct built up from his training at the Citadel, the knowledge of how to disarm a foe baked into 
his muscles. This was his greatest challenge, his defining battle. To defeat a swordsman as 
skilled as Gurtidd, with nothing but bare hands, would be a test for even the greatest fighter of 
the age. So the two approached one another, and the threads of their explosive destinies 


ignited... 
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The world was extra dead. Here, at the end of life, the ultimate gateway to a zombie universe of 
entropy, it had already been dead. But that mad-dog necromancer had made it even deader. Too 


dead, in fact. 


Dark Stadd stepped out from the magic teleportation portal, a personal specialty of his, 
and looked about. This blackened, charred plain, with the gnarled remains of what had been a 
petrified forest crumbling into the black dust of the dead ground, was an extra dead place indeed. 
This was a place for Figgun, that filthy rot-gut bastard, who had done so much wrong, so much 
that was uneven with the laws of magic. A little black fun was one thing. But Figgun had gotten 
carried away. When he had zombified the entire orphanage, Dark Stadd knew that it was past 
time to do something. Now, he was finally zooming in on the foe, prepared to do his duty and 
dispatch the knave, so that he could go back to resting in darkness. Dark Stadd liked resting in 


darkness. It was nice. 


A dust-devil swirled up, kicking some ash into strange shapes. The ash congealed, 
formed into the shape of a man, resolved itself further to reveal the flamboyant raven-like getup 
and madly grinning mug of the redoubtable Figgun. “Well, well, well. Dark Stadd. How 


lovely. Is this to be the battle of legend, the consequential showdown of our destinies?” 


“Yeah,” Dark Stadd responded. “I guess it is, Figgun. You look pleased with yourself 


for some unearthly reason. Shall we just get this over with?” 


And in the great robo-arena at the center of the impossible amusement complex of the Ultra 


Nano Empire, Stan-bot stood face-to-face with Finnigan-bot. 
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“Tn-a-thousand-incredible-worlds-of-adventure-and-what-if-we-are-facing-off-even-now- 
and-are-always-facing-off-in-mighty-legend-and-I-a-robot-and-manly-fighter-am-prepared-to- 


crunch-your-face-off,” said Finnigan-bot. 


“Robo-fiend-of-low-moral-standing-you-are-the-annoying-unmasculine-stain-on-a- 
billion-billion-coffee-tables-and-throughout-the-multiverse-I-always-continue-to-whoop-your- 


candy-ass,” said Stan-bot. 


The menacing, jagged, juiced-up cyberbots knocked their heads together like robo-bulls, 
and sparks flew from their flaring nostrils. The endless nano-crowd went wild. On a quadrillion 
hyperdef screens, the menacing, jagged, juiced-up cyberbots knocked their heads together like 
robo-bulls, sparks flying from their flaring nostrils, and from a thousand sleek and compact 
hyperfidelity sound systems, the endless nano-crowd went wild. At literally lightspeed, before 
the stimuli had had time to properly process, a googolplex social media bulletin boards lit up 
with endlessly reiterated declarations that the Event of the Multiverse-Year was exceeding all 
expectations, and the hype was more than real. The robots gripped one another, and prepared to 


employ their hypertuned reflexes in the wrestling match of hyper destiny. 


But in a particularly dismal universe, in a condo in West Los Angeles, napping mid-day in a 
futile effort to clear the uncanny cobwebs from his braincase, Stan had only strange intimations 
of which he knew nothing and understood less, and had no thought, none whatsoever, of mighty 
combat. The only fisticuffs he had on his mind- and was trying to get off of his mind- was a very 
recent one-sided encounter with some hobos on a street corner. He would have paid a pretty 


penny out of his not-considerable savings if it meant he could insure never having any more such 
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encounters for as long as he lived. Then again, he reminded himself, it was his choice to 


continue residing in the city of Los Angeles. 


But this was his home, man. And when he thought of the great weather, the great food, 
and all the fun he was sure to have tomorrow with old Zeke, he understood why he couldn’t 
really seriously think of leaving here. We have a homelessness problem, and we need to get real 
and do something to help these people, he thought to himself. And America has a drug problem. 
And we gotta get really real about that too. Too much pettiness, too much infighting. Running 
to another town might reduce the instances he would encounter tripping hobos- scratch that, 
definitely would- he could literally move to New Orleans and this kinda thing wouldn’t be as 
common- but it was just running from the problem. And nine times outta ten, that meant running 
from one problem and into another. No. He loved LA, and he was gonna have a good relaxing 
Saturday and a fun day tomorrow, and he was gonna stop tripping out and forget about all of that 
stuff. It was obviously just a coincidence that he’d had to run into those hobos again today. 
They probably couldn’t get back to Zekes’ place again if they wanted to. Zeke always talked 
funny now that he was older, and now that funny talk had made Stan think of all those old 
movies, and they’d got into his head and swirled around, making him think of crazy things. 
Maaaaaan. Like crazy movies that never even got made, dude. If he was still a pot-smoking 
teenager, he’d love it. He could get a degree in finer arts and shit with all these wacked out ideas 
going around in his head. Like one of those idiot kids, just smoking weed all day. That’d be the 


life. Shooooot. 


He pulled himself up. Netflix had the live action Mega Man dramady up again. He 
grabbed another apple, polished it off and watched some of the show, to get himself in the video- 


game-adaptations-as-artworks mood. It probably definitely wasn’t as good as what they were 
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watching tomorrow. Pretty stupid. Was he gonna look on tinder? No. That was the app that 
would help you find more crazy chicks. Even if it’d actually been the perfect way to go about 
meeting ladies, now was not the time to try and deal with that sorta thing. The third episode was 
actually kinda okay. He did a few dozen sit-ups while he watched, to keep himself from getting 
too bored. When was Hollywood gonna get more diverse and not just have token actors? Never. 
Because those guys were just out to make money, and this country was like sixty percent white 
and then the rest was just all different populations. Even if every minority could get together 
perfect and have perfect harmony all the time, and consistently be behind one another a hundred 
and twenty percent, that was still forty-sixty. It’s just numbers, he mused. Plus, if a white actor 
was bad, they were just a shitty actor. If any other-color actor was bad, it was a “failure for 
diversity.” Hollywood sucked, bro. That was just the facts. All they ever cared about, was just 


money. 


He jogged down to the drug store. It was getting on in the day. There were chicken 
breasts and mixed vegetable packs waiting for him. He would make brown rice, he decided, and 
have a simple and quickly prepared dinner. Healthy more than good-tasting, maybe. But that 
was okay some nights. He got the soap, got the toilet paper, all the stuff for the week. Tiger 
balm? Yeah. You never knew when you’d need it. Hopefully not much. If he caught himself 
using that stuff all the time, it was time to shift his workouts. He paid, jogged back with the 
bags, whipped up his dinner. Ate it on the balcony, sitting. Thinking. Not bored. Happy to 
stare off into space. Some folks passed below. Few noticed him, up there, keeping watch on the 
air while he gnawed on healthful poultry. He wanted to go vegetarian, but he couldn’t do it. He 


just kept coming back to the meat. 
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He got back in, immediately washed his dishes, and started in on a workout. He was 
pumping his little at-home irons. He was doing pushups, really going after it. He did more sit- 
ups. He was doing funny limb-flailing things with weird names like “lateral half-inch tuned 
power squats.” He pulled his chin up to the at-home chin-up bar a bunch of times. He had his 
headphones going, his secret weapon- a huge collection of the Henry Rollins radio show. He 
would never admit to anyone that his entire musical taste was happily based on just going with 
whatever Henry Rollins said. That was info he would take with him to the grave. But it was 
damn true. That man knew some things, Stan figured. Otherwise, how could he keep making 


the best music radio show ever? That was all. 


He was glistening with sweat. Ready for anything. Bring it! 


And by ten thirty, Stan was exhausted. He made himself shower off, double-checked that 


his alarm was set properly, made his ablutions, and was out like a light. 


The Multiverse quaked. 


“Stan. It’s your Pappy. I don’t have much time.” 


The mighty man, renowned hunter of impeccable integrity, swam into dream-vision. 


“Pappy.” Stan felt himself come alive in dream. “You honor me.” 


“Nonsense, child, ’m your damned Pappy! Of course I wanna see you. But 
unfortunately, it doesn’t work that way, so that I can just drop by because I want to.” The face 
was wrinkled and wise, but there was a shimmering newness about it that hadn’t quite been there 


before death. “I'll be ready to reincarnate soon. Although - and here I’m probably saying too 
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much - that kinda thing isn’t really bound by linear time. But now. Time’s a’wasting. I know 
we could chat for ages. I’m so pleased by your progress in seeing beyond some of those childish 
ideas. But you need to know one thing above all. You still have a lot of delusions. You 
probably already understand that on some level. But those delusions are not all based on 
nothing. People will try to fill your head with their theories, but I’m here to tell you that you’re 
the victim of your Multiverse-spanning destiny. Echoes of nearby universes that never were, or 
only existed briefly, imprint themselves upon your mind. It’s unintentional. Could happen to 
anyone in your same situation. So don’t get too hung up on the delusions. Just keep your head 
up, and move forward like the strong samurai warriors of old, cutting down anything in your path 


and exposing the hollowness of these floating worlds.” 


“Honorable insights as always, Pappy. But how do I know, then, that you aren’t one of 


the delusions?” Stans’ eyes registered deep worry. 


The ghost-spirit of Pappy Vampiro laughed a booming laugh, so potent that it held some 
modicum of warmth even beyond death. “Ohh, good old Satan, my boy! You’re finally getting 
it! Keep that up, and you'll have nothing to worry about. Now go. Meet your heroic destiny 
head-on. And send those CentralGove scoundrel agentes packing for me! Back to their stinking 
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old home dimension, and stay there!” With a yet-warmer, yet-more-booming, spectral laugh, the 


mighty spirit faded. And Stan was left with a melancholy warmth that filled something missing. 


It was a feeling so powerful, he knew it would never quite go away. 


“Stan, bro.” 


“Hey, Garcia. Bro. What’s up.” 
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“You know. I don’t have a lot to say. Just, that maybe we’re rooting for ya. Also I aint 


no delusion.” 


“Okay I got it man. I’m gonna come see you when I get back and we can go party.” 


“Righteous, man. Let’s do it.” 


“Yeah. It’s happening.” 


“That’s what I’m talking about.” 


“Alright, man. Later.” 


“Later.” 


Stan arrived at the door ten minutes early. Ten minutes early, Zeke was there in his favorite 


dining jacket of thirty years, freshly dry-cleaned. Perfectly synced. Ready to roll. 


The dock had few people. It was a perfect Sunday morning. Stan judged church as the 
culprit keeping more folks from getting out in this magnificence. “You can’t get me in one of 
those damn places on a morning like this,” Zeke said. “Synagogue, mosque, chapel, cathedral, 
whatever. I don’t dig any of ‘em! Ya know why? I don’t think all their ideas are bad, and there 
are usually at least some good people there. The trouble is, they think that they got more 
answers, than they actually do. And sometimes it’s to questions they don’t know anything about, 
and have no business with anyway. Like, when did people start saying, ‘Y’ know what we need? 
We need to hear from a religious institution what to do about other peoples’ sex lives.’ What on 
Earth made anybody think they needed to ever monitor anyone elses’ sex lives in the first place? 


But those folks are there to tell them what to do, having them snoop and snitch on one another. 
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And then they want me there, indoors, on a day like this. Eh, everyone’s heard all this a million 


times before. What’s just funny is that it doesn’t ever seem to get digested by most people.” 


They strode up to the sleek little motor-yacht, began climbing aboard, Stan carefully 
helping Zeke along the way. “Yeah,” Stan opined, “well it’s scary. You got all these things in 
life we don’t have answers to. Like, at all. Not even any good answer, like we just don’t know 
about what’s going on here. When you don’t have those answers, it leaves a nervous feeling. 
Churches seem to really take that away for people. At least they can offer temporary relief. You 
remember how much Pops got into that stuff towards the end. You’re not gonna get a really 
good and thorough answer to those big questions, not ever. So why not go with what your 
church tells you? That’s how I see it, with most church-goers. And then there’s just the feeling 
of obligation. You got relatives that love to go and see you there, and you don’t really give a shit 


about those big questions, so why not just go? I definitely understand that angle.” 


“You got that right,” said Zeke, ducking into the cockpit and immediately punching 
buttons with seasoned confidence. “There are whole families,” he yelled back at Stan as he 
worked, “where not one of ‘em believes in any gods, or even in a thing that comes outta the 
preachers’ mouth. But they’re all there for each other. They think the other people believe and 
want them there, and they just care about keeping their loved ones happy. And they don’t wanna 
let on that they don’t believe, ‘cause then they think the other folks will get saddened by that. 
Thing is, the other folks feel the exact same way about them!” Zeke let lose a dry, gritty chuckle. 


“Tt’?s more common than ya’d think. Man. What a world. What a worlds.” 


The boat cruised down along the coastline. Stan breathed in the ocean air. He looked out 
towards the shore, at the few tiny human figures here and there, at the tiny-looking human 


structures, and the beauty of the more natural parts of the beach. He looked out at the water, 
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glinting and glittering, shimmering and sparkling, its’ surface hosting psychedelic rippling 
motions in the morning light and breeze. The water was the best. There was just something 
about it. It stretched on and on, and looking out over it, he really could believe, for an instant, 
that there were endless possibilities on this little green-and-blue ball of ours. He loved it, man. 


Boating. The best! 


They cruised along, and Stan dozed in a beach chair near the prow. Somehow he didn’t 
even worry about Zekes’ age when it came to the boat. He probably should start worrying, but if 
the geezer could still drive, he should still be able to boat. Right? Sure. Stan didn’t know 
anything about nautical stuff. He figured if something seriously bad happened and they got 
swept out to sea and stranded, he would just be totally unhelpful and would lie there until Zeke 
ate him, without complaining about getting eaten, because he was too relaxed to even think about 


worrying when he was on the boat. It was like dangerous and stuff. 


After a chill period of reclining and waves-watching, Santa Catalina Island began to grow 
in sight. “I can just touch the great theater!” yelled Zeke. “At least I hope it’s good, like people 
say. People say the woman who plays the princess is really good, the guy who plays the big 
bearded swordsman is supposed to be good, and there’s really great set design. We’ll see. It’s 


been described as being like a pepped-up opera.” 


“Tt’ll be an adventure,” Stan yelled back. 


They docked just outside of town, at a special spot Zeke’s club always used, with room 
for two boats max. It had a strangely desolate feel, though the little town of Avalon was just 
around the corner. There had never been any problems docking on the little peer, but Stan didn’t 


know if they reserved it. Sure they did, or why would nobody else use it, despite its’ ideal 
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location? Sure. Maybe. It was just one of those things, the sorts of semi-secrets the elderly keep 


among themselves. They knew how the island worked. Stan didn’t. 


Avalon was sad and dusty as ever, but this Sunday morning, it seemed unusually 
desolate. What did the citizens think of church and religion? Did they sneer at priests when they 
saw them on the street, or were they the most unhealthily zealous fanatics to be found anywhere? 
Stan didn’t know anybody who knew anybody who had ever lived on Catalina. The people, their 
lifestyle, their motives for living in this place, all this was a total mystery to him. But Zekes’ 
friend-group clearly had someone with major ties to the island, to be able to build something 
here. Stan had asked Zeke about it multiple times, but though he loved it when people showed 


interest in the library, he acted like all matters pertaining to its’ construction were state secrets. 


They came to the mediocre Mexican joint. “This good with you?” Zeke asked. 


“Sure,” Stan said, waving a hand dismissively at the restaurant. “’S all the same.” 


They entered the murky burnt-umber dungeon, practically the only customers there, and 
were seated immediately. Both men ordered huevos rancheros and were served almost 
immediately. The food was unbearably bland, but Stan knew better than to view it through the 
lens of actual Mexican food. This was really just a snack, albeit an overly-heavy one, designed 
to get them through the day. That was how Protestant food operated, how it was supposed to 
operate. They were done eating within twenty-five minutes. Too long, but it took that long to 


get this stuff down. 


Zeke pulled up his sleeve, checked the time with his shiny wristwatch. “We got plenty of 
time, as I suspected. You ready to walk over to the library? No reason to hang around town, that 


Ican see.” 
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“Agreed. Let’s go over there. Maybe on the way you can tell me more about how you 
guys got permission to build it here, what the process was like. I wanna become a Catalina 


library expert.” 


“Oh, I can’t hardly remember all the details. Waitress! Check please.” They were 
crawling out of the low-ceilinged little joint in no time, their guts filled with beans and 
cholesterol, ready to get moving. The streets were still empty, but tourist boats would start 
arriving soon, bringing groups from all over the world, like a benign D Day invasion. They 


headed inland, towards the hills. 


There, on the street, were the two hobos. 


Stan felt sickened. The most sickening part was how unsurprised he was. He was 
shocked by how unsurprised he was, actually. He felt really sick. But he couldn’t be really sick 
until he had really, really dealt with these guys. And now it was getting really, really serious. 
How bad would he have to hurt these clowns? He didn’t want to end up with a record because of 


this stupid nonsense. How had they gotten here? He felt sick. Real sick. 


“Stannie-boy,” Zeke was saying to him, “take deep breaths. Yeah, I recognize ‘em. Now 


you don’t wanna do anything that’s gonna get you in trouble.” 


Stan nodded. He strode forward, towards the hobos. 


“Oh no,” the dark hair said in evidently sincere distress. “We’ve put our foot in it, Gip. 
We can’t allow our savior to waste his energy on abusing us, not on the eve of his great 


confrontation.” 


“Too true, Flek. We need to punish ourselves.” 
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The pair walked by Stan, moving towards the water. Folding his arms, Stan followed 
close behind them. They rushed to the waterfront. There was a drop from the pavement down 


into the sea, about four meters. The hobos immediately flung themselves into the waves. 


Zeke tugged on Stan’s sleeve. “C’mon, let’s go. Those guys are just crazy, they’re 
harmless. If they wanted to rob me or mess with me, they woulda had a million opportunities by 


now. Don’t worry about it.” 


Sighing, Stan turned and followed Zeke, heading off towards the edge of town. “I'll try 
not to worry about it too much. But next time I see them, I’m doing what I shoulda done much 
sooner. I’ll snap a cellphone pic so I can file a complaint with the police. It’s most-probably a 


useless endeavor, but at this point those guys are certified stalkers. I gotta try something.” 


“Hey, just enjoy this fantastic day. Relax, huh? We’ll have a nice walk and a nice visit 
to the library, and then catch a nice musical. At least I think it’ll be a nice one. Anyway, it’s 


definitely gonna be worthwhile to see what’s going on and what’s hot.” 


That’s what they all say, thought Stan. 


They walked. The dusty road wound through the hills. There were actual laundry lines 
outside some of the dusty, shoddy adobe structures of the residential area. How much did it cost 
to live in low-end housing on Catalina? He couldn’t imagine living in such a place. The 
strangeness of the whole situation just seemed too much, atop everything. What was Catalina? 
What did it represent? There, over to their left, on the outskirts of Avalon, was the handsome 
Dukaukis Center for the Performing Arts. Funny that almost nobody else with tickets to the 
sold-out show had wanted to come this early to the island. Not much to do here. The restaurants 


would doubtless be crowded soon. They had come up with a good plan, beating the rush. The 
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building was circular, with lots of classical columns and molding flourishes. Not modern at all. 
It was topped with a dome of translucent plexiglass. Not Stans’ favorite building, it would seem 
too regular amidst the crowded architectural landscape of LA, but it was probably for the best 
that they hadn’t gone for anything more elaborate and expensive. It was a fine enough little 


theater. 


Now, their path rose. They were heading into the hills outside of town. Zeke seemed to 
be doing great with the hike. Later, he would almost definitely be exhausted. But it shouldn’t be 
too, too much for him, and Stan was right here. They trekked onward and upward, and the wind 
began to pick up. From out of nowhere, it was really blowing the dust around. Both men 


sneezed. “We’re not in Kansas anymore!” Zeke cheerfully declared. 


They were coming near the hill, the cresting of which should give them their first view of 
the library building. Now, a wall of clouds was zooming in from the horizon, moving rapidly 
from north-northeast to south-southwest. Stan remembered nothing about this in the forecast. 
They didn’t look so threatening as to immediately spill down rain, but the quantity of clouds was 
disconcerting. Like being beleaguered by an amorphous grey battalion from the sky. They 
climbed the hill, and the wind picked up more yet, whipping dust around everywhere and 


causing their garments and hair to flap and flutter back in on themselves. 


“Are you gonna be okay hiking against all this wind?!” Stan yelled to Zeke. 


“We’re probably closer to the library,” Zeke yelled back, “than to town! Let’s just get 


there, I bet they got bottled water in the fridge!” 


“That makes sense!” said Stan. “You just grab onto me if you need balance!” 


The sage old man nodded in response. 
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They continued their climb. At the top of the hill, the library still wasn’t visible. The 
wind swirled furiously, and the sky darkened with a solid wall of moving clouds. It was a bit 
frustrating. Stan looked all around. He could spot no landmarks in the sparse Catalina hillscape. 


Just stunted bushes, and swirling crowns of dust, moving ever upwards to form a brown haze. 


“CAN’T YOU NORMALLY SEE THE LIBRARY FROM HERE!” he yelled to Zeke. 


“YEAH, BUT THIS DUST IS REDUCING VISIBILITY. WE’RE ON THE RIGHT 


TRACK! JUST FOLLOW THE PATH.” 


The pair kept moving. Stan was soon unconsciously helping Zeke along. They crested 
hill after hill. Soon, Stan lost track. But they were on the path. This was definitely the right 
path. There were no forks in it, no loops where they might have gotten turned around. It was the 


days of disorientation. 


They continued. Zeke seemed to be getting a little tired. Stan was slightly worried. He 
helped the old guy along. There was an increasing frailty about him, no question- he was getting 
smaller in his clothes. As the two walked along, Stan looked into Zekes’ eyes. It was like 
looking ata mummy. Zeke smiled, and the cold warmth of ethereal tomb-banquets emanated in 
a good-humored miasmal beam that chilled Stans’ blood icy-hot. The dry lips intoned words that 


had the power to break through the roar of the now-tempestuous winds, without effort. 


“Boy, it was a real privilege, spending this time with you in a little pocket dimension 
beyond the conventional rule-bound worlds. You’re coming along fine. Your Mammy would be 
proud. I know your Pappy already told you he was. And he wasn’t lying. Boy, you’ve come a 
long way, and you’ve got a long way to go, still. Don’t stop moving. Be like a samurai. Cut 


‘em down for me, all those hollow puppets.” The high, piercing cackling that emanated from 


1040 


that sarcophagous throat was theatrical beyond theatrics. “Sure do wish I could come all the way 
with. I’d love to see it. When you and your old pal Finnigan face off.” The cackling 
recommenced, wilder even than before. And then, before Stan had time to say goodbye, the 
wind whipped the specter of Elder Zeke up onto its’ wild crest, carried him like a ragdoll in a 
tornado, off into the depths of obscure aeons. But not before he’d had time to let loose one last 
cry. “Boy,” the mummy yelled against the buffeting of timespace, “you sure aint in Kansas no 


more. AH HAA HAA HAA HAA HEE HAA HAHAHAAAAAAAAAAA!” 


Stan looked, dismayed, after the disappearance of his friend, his mentor, his invaluable 
spiritual guide. But he knew that, if Zeke left now, it was surely for the best. That n- 
dimensional chess player was always many, many moves ahead, moves beyond counting. He 
knew what he was doing. So, with forlorn steps, Stan turned around — and, trusting in the 


wisdom of the Ancients, he marched onward, against the implacable wall of wind and dust. 


22. Worlds Without End 


He marched, and soon he came to a dusty plain. Stringy shrubs were pulled from the soil by the 
tempest, hurtled spinning into the vortex of air. At the center of that vortex, an eye to all the 
commotion, a small calm spot. And within that little eye of the asthmatic storm, lying in the dust 


of the ground, a small, pitiful, pathetic, beat-up old tube. 


The Chaos Tuba. 


It was the reverse of everything the Iliosax was. But the Iliosax was not here to go up 
against it. Any conventional wisdom said that Jenks would have to face off in a musical battle 


against his old enemy, Finnigan. Why wasn’t he? Stan realized that such an outcome almost 
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seemed too pat, too predictable. But what did that matter? The goal here wasn’t to be 
interesting. The goal was to finish Finnigan off, to send CentralGov back to the rotting 
timespace they crawled out of, stripped of disguise and visible at last in their true forms, forms 
which would doubtless be even more nauseating than those burning pythonians back in the 
desert. Who knew what sick longings had prodded them into making their assault on a 
weakened world. Stan was tired of it, tired of the Aeon of Hobos and everything it entailed. He 
wanted an end to it. But an end to this rotting aeon couldn’t come, he knew, from conforming to 


its’ own stinking rules. How, then? How? 


How? 


The dust swirled. And of-a-sudden, it fell. The winds stopped, with a great CLAP that 
nearly split Stans’ eardrums, and reverberated throughout the great empty spaces. Suddenly, he 
realized that the ground had settled into a flat, featureless yellow-brown expanse. The sky was 
an equally featureless stretch of blue-white, cloudless in all directions. Where were the hills he 
had just come from? The uprooted shrubs that had, only a moment ago, been flopping 
everywhere? He kicked the soil. It wasn’t even dusty. Without his noticing it, it seemed that all 
features had disappeared, as if they had been absorbed back into the depths of the ground and the 
heights of the sky. The hollowness was oppressive. Everything was abstracted, an abstraction 
without resolution. Besides himself, the only thing possessing any feature of complexity was the 


Chaos Tuba, still lying in the spot he had first seen it - relative to himself, at least. 


And then, there was Finnigan. 


“Vampiro Stan. Well, well, well. Well, well, well, well, well well well. WELL.” 


“Finnigan. Well well well.” 
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The two eyed one another. 


Finnigan stroked his chin. ““You’ve been doing this adventuring thing for a while now, 


Vampiro. How do you like it?” 


Stan imitated the gesture. ““You’ve been doing this being a fuckhole shitstain piece of 


dirty cum-filled shit thing for a while now, asshole. How do you like it?” 


“Ahh, Vampiro. Witty as ever. But I asked you first.” 


“Ahh, shithole. Butt-sucking as ever. I asked you second. So?” 


The Chaos Tuba was close behind Finnigan. It seemed he might reach back and grab it at 
any moment, yet he maintained the veneer of relaxation. About eight meters separated the men. 
The intensity was so smoldering, they might as well have been right in each-others’ face. Yet 
there was something else besides mere combativeness within Stans’ usually homogenously dark 
aura. It was an odd addition to the intensity that wasn’t quite intense, not in the same way, a 
quirk that even Finnigan couldn’t quite parse out, though he felt that he was just on the verge of 
pinning it down. The two stared at one another, looking, with smoldering gaze-beams, into the 


flaming eyes of the adversary. 


Finnigan removed his hand from his chin. “Well, well, well, well, well, well, well. Here 
we are. Just the two of us. Like ultraviolent lovers, ina sense. And it seems that we’re standing 
directly on the doorstep of destiny. You want to close the portal that allows our continued 
existence in this world. I want to sow further chaos throughout the spheres. And it’s hard to 


imagine us not coming to blows. Doesn’t it all seem all-too-familiar?” He smiled evilly. 


“You misunderstand me,” said Stan. 
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“Oh?” Finnigan raised a sarcastic eyebrow. 


“Sure, I do wanna get Johnny and Erazzmo to safety. That’s really my only priority. 


CentralGov? Don’t care about it. Never did.” 
“But we killed your father,” Finnigan breathed in an ecstatic menace-whisper. 


“Bull shit, man, and you know it. My Pappy would have wanted nothing more than to 
die in glorious combat. I don’t know his reasons, but he was a master strategist. A hunter like 


that could have gotten rid of your lackey clowns without bother.” 


“Silence your tongue, you insolent welp!” Now a modicum of fury was breaking through 
to the surface of Finnigans’ face. “Those were our best men he killed. Do you think he would 


have chosen to leave your mother and siblings like that?” 


“Like I said. I don’t know what he was thinking. I just know that he had decided it was 
his time to die in combat. That was how he operated. And as for all the damage CentralGov has 
done. Yeah. It’s a lot. But you know what? You incompetent louts couldn’t a’ moved a 
paperclip without the greed, the pettiness, the darkness inside the hearts of all the people. It’s 
only because the people allowed for it, that you were ever able to do anything at all, let alone all 
the wanton chaos you’ve wrought, chaos masquerading as strict order. And when your 
chickenshit gate gets closed, and you all get flushed outta our shithole world and back down the 
toilet to your own little double-shithole dimension, that greed, and hate, and anger, isn’t gonna 
go with you. It’s still gonna be right there in our world, in the hearts of the people, just like 


before. So what difference does it make? Y’all are just chumps.” 
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Now, despite his very best efforts, Finnigans’ face was pale. He had trained himself, had 
told himself he would not allow this upstart brat to do this to him. But, just like in a billion other 


worlds, it was proving too difficult. 


“Alright, you little shit. You win. You made me mad. Don’t you wanna know what’s 
gonna happen to your little pals I took hostage?” He pointed with quivering contempt towards 


the tuba. “To your gooooood little Johnny?” 


“Maaaaaan. Come on. | already know what’s gonna happen to them. Those guys are 
tough. I'll get them back home, and we can have some good ginseng tea and laugh telling stories 


about what a turkey you are. If we even talk about you at all. Now put up or shut up, ass wipe.” 


“WELL. WELL WELL WELL WELL WELL. So it’s finally time, then. So it’s finally 
time.” Finnigan looked down, closed his eyes, and dark energy swirled about him as he 
mustered his forces. “Come on, then, boy. Show me what you’re really, really made of, if you 
have the guts, if you have the Moxy, if you have the balls, if your bite can stand up to your bark 
and you aren’t just all a tacky little show. Come on.” He grinned, a grin to make the Devil 


blush. “I’ve been waiting for this.” 


“Me too,” said Stan. “I’ve been waiting for this since I can remember, to really, 


legitimately put an end to this lame-ass shit.” And he just stood there, unmoving. 


And for the first time, Finnigan really began to get an intimation of what that odd quirk 


was. 


Across the frozen tundra, Tustanik charged. 
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And Yuipo lay there, confused and goofy. Tchaktaktlocuk was coming on, streams of 
dark devil-energy trailing behind him. Tustanik charged, and he flung the spear. It hurtled 
through the air with perfect accuracy. It buried itself in the heart of the black villain without 
preamble. Yuipo looked down. The steaming blood poured. Tchaktaktlocuk gasped his last 
gasp, pissed his last piss, shat his last shit. And lay there. It was over and done with, pure 


anticlimax, and all the tension dissolved into the frozen air, as if it had never even been. 


Santaines’ people charged. 


And they crushed the invader. Though the casualties on both sides were tragic, the 
invaders lost many more that day. They would never return. The approval rating of the Santaine 
administration soared. The weaponry was stored in rust-proofed armories, and the folk went 
back to their bland occupations, lived out their bland lives, with the memory of the battle, of their 
one moment of excitement, to keep them comfort. Because of this, in the lore of Santaines’ 
people, militarism and violence continued to be glorified. It was a problem Santaine couldn’t 


even understand, much less solve. 


Snatrallo the Pugnacious came at Gutridd the Subtle, and like lightening, he grabbed the sword 


out of the weaklings’ hand before he could react. 


Turning the blade, Snatrallo flicked the villains’ head clean off. It spun through the air, 
flopped to the floor, and lay there. He grabbed it. This would be good proof that he’d done the 
deed. Leaving the body and sword to lay eternally in the dusty twilight of that immemorable 


fane, he strode back up along his path, backtracking expertly and without incident. As he 
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emerged, the Queen awaited him, bouncing with succulent joy. Soon a parade was blaring away 
in his honor, and he was living the high life. Throughout the rest of his days, he continued to 
embellish upon the happenings in the dark corridors, never letting on the truth of how 
disappointing Gurtridds’ resistance had ended up being. With age, he himself forgot about the 
true particulars of the incident, and fell to believing his own often-contradictory tall tales. It was 
in this way that the tale entered legend, as is so often the case, a much more romantic and fun 


yarn than the reality had ever been. 


With his expert magical ability, Dark Stadd blasted Figgun, using the evocation-class spell that 


he had been working on. 


(Why was it called evocation? He supposed the Ancients had found fireballs and 
lightning-bolts particularly evocative of something, but to him the sight of them just evoked all 


the other fireballs and lightning-bolts he’d seen. Which was a lot.) 


The necromantic knave had come woefully underprepared. He was fried to a crisp 
instantly. Perhaps all his success raising dead bodies and making things more dead had gotten to 
his head. Those were good talents to have, Dark Stadd reflected, but they didn’t really have 
anything to do with dodging or withstanding an ultra-jumbo plasma-lightning ball coming 


straight at you. 


What a relief, to be done with all that rot. Dark Stadd opened a portal back to his manse 


and, if he had any say over it, to a nice cuppa piping-hot tea. 
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And in the cybercharged nanoverse, Stan-bot eliminated all strategic avenues for Finnigan-bot 


and ionized the lunk within 0.000000000001 seconds. 


The crowd went wild. “What a textbook win,” a near-infinite number of social media 
posts exploded. “Stan-bot is the guy aspiring esports bots will be studying for minutes to come.” 
There was a mad rush of merchandising. T-shirts? Try BOOB shirts! Everyone wanted in on 
the hype, with quadrillions of hypercaff mugs emblazoned with advanced meme-equations 
“humorously” pertinent to Stan-bots’ strategy selling out instantly, to be brought the very next 
instant to quadrillions of users’ sensually cyber-enhanced lips. The fan porn was so hot, it 
literally didn’t make sense and was just a bunch of hyper-arcane images that repeated 
themselves, with components that looked vaguely like genitalia. “I’m coming quadrillions of 


gallons of cyberfluid,” the brazen bros and covert-ops bro-ettes declared. 


It was a miserable display of capitalism even by nanoverse standards. The match had 
been nothing special. Everyone secretly knew that. But it was the sort of distraction tinglingly 
hyperactive consumers, pent up in their stale nano-pens as they attempted to get on top of 
quadrillions of years of cyberwork, needed in their scant but, unfortunately, psychologically vital 
down time, in order to maintain stimulation. And in truth, it was such instances that gave the 
nanoverse reason to keep on moving, churning out more hot-and-stimulating products, 
attempting ever-and-vainly to counteract the near-evil horror of their own out-of-control desires 
by setting up against them the desperate desires of non-evil, in an endless, meaningless feedback 


loop that no esporting had any power to halt. 


And so, the cyber-rat-race continued. And, as always, the cyber-rats were winning. 
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And on a strange yellow-brown plain, against the backdrop of a bleak blue-white sky, Finnigan 
was whipping himself up into an utter frenzy, swirling dark energies having an absolute field-day 
all around his aura. He let out a disturbing sound like a cross between a primal battle-scream and 
an orgasmic moan, a sound that Stan hoped to forget as quickly as possible. His fists clenching 
and unclenching, his teeth bared carnivorously, it looked like Finnigan could burst at any 


moment. 


“Ahhh, such power! I’ve been saving myself up for this. Don’t just stand there like that, 
boy. Come at me! Come, and meet your opponent in prime combat that’s sure to rock the ages! 


(>? 


Don’t fight your destiny any longer!” Crazed lights jumping and sparking in his eyes, Finnigan 


began his charge. 


He dashed at Stan. His dash was like an asteroid approaching a city. It was like the 
fastest storm in the world rushing in from a blank horizon. The air formed a tunnel around that 
charge, through which streams of dark, dark energy flowed back and forth. That charge sizzled. 
“COME ON, BOY,” Finnigan cried hoarsely, as he barreled towards Stan. “SHOW ME WHAT 
THE MEXICAN JEWISH ASSASSIN ARTS ARE MADE OF. SHOW ME THE POWER OF 
YOUR MANIPULATION OF CHARGED DERMAL CURRENTS!!” He rushed, grinning 
devilishly, and he seemed more alive than at any other time, felt more alive than he could ever 


remember feeling. He would not be stayed. This boy, this battle, was his purpose. He charged. 


He charged. Sparks of dark energy flew in all directions from that momentous charge. 
He was like an evil bull on steroids, with Stan serving as the bright red cloak of his 
galvanization. Finnigan absorbed all the energy, all the pressure around him, and he put on a 
burst of speed. It seemed impossible that he was not yet upon Stan, but such was the nature of 


that pocket universe, where things behaved by the laws of drama. Finnigan charged, his arms 
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moving back-and-forth in chopping motions at his sides, his feed beating the yellow-brown 
ground with the thudding of infinite stampedes of untellable ferocity. “COME ON, CHILD! 


LOOK LIVELY! ?’M NOT HOLDING BACK!” 


Finnigan looked Stan dead in the eyes as he rushed forwards, a headlong whirl of limbs 
and malevolent energy. He charged. His heinous aura swirled around him, seeming to carry him 
along, creating a powerful force that bore him implacably towards his goal of manly combat. 
“COME ON, BOY,” the maniac howled as he rocketed across the strange ground, wicked dark 
lightning shooting from his eyes in token of his uncontrollable fury, more, of his crazed lust for 
the battle of a lifetime. “SHOW ME YOUR MUCH-APPLAUDED DARK POWERS, IF 
THEY REALLY ARE WORTH ANYTHING! I DON’T WANT YA TO HOLD BACK!” 


Finnigan kept his eyes on his nemesis as he hurtled towards the climactic moment. 


Finnigan ran along. He was charging, sure, but he couldn’t ignore that something wasn’t 
quite right. “COME ON, BOY, GOD DAMN IT!” His hyperactive fury-yelling was developing 
a desperate tinge. He barreled along as before, dark energy flowing behind him, attempting with 
undiminished maniacal fury to close the approximately eight-meter gap between him and the 
child who had been causing him and his organization so many problems lately. “WHAT SORT 
OF PUSSY-ASS STALLING TACTIC IS THIS!!!??? I WOULD HAVE EXPECTED 
ANYTHING ELSE FROM THE SUPPOSEDLY GREAT HEIR TO THE MEXICAN JEWISH 
ASSASSIN ARTS!! QUIT THE YELLOW-BELLIED TRICKS AND STOP TRYING TO 
HOLD OFF THE INEVITABLE BATTLE, NATURAL END OF MIGHTY ADVENTURES! 
COOOOOOME AAAAAAAT MEEEEEE BOOOOOOY!!!” With undiminished ferocity, he 


charged. 


1050 


Finnigan charged. This was no longer amusing to him. Now was the time of destiny, not 
the time of fun and games. He hurtled across the ground, comet-tails of dark energy trailing 
grimly behind him, but he was losing his enthusiasm for hurtling. He felt like he was being 
made to look like a clown. “IS THIS THE WEAK AND SISSIFIED TACTICS OF MEXICAN 
JEWISH ASSASSIN ARTS,” he screeched with malevolent peevishness, “TO SIMPLY SPOIL 
THE FOES’ FOCUS AND ENTHUSIASM BEFORE EVEN ENGAGING?! TACTICS FIT 
FOR A FILTHY COWARD BITCH! WHICH IS WHAT YOU AREI GUESS. SERIOUSLY, 
FUCK YOU STAN, COOOOME OOOOON AND FIGHT!!!” He charged, hoping against hope 
that this mockery would finally knock Stan into taking some action towards meeting his destiny 


head on, like a man should. He charged. He charged. Finnigan charged. 


Stan just sorta stood there, looking at him. 


In another time, the paddleboat came up to the porch of the shack on the bayou just as predawn 
was beginning in earnest. Twentytwogun Mercuroy was sitting out on the porch. Stan groaned 
inwardly. Not because he was intimidated by the old man — far, far from it, at this point. But 

because he suspected the guy would be getting into hysterics at the same time as the buzz of the 
ginseng wore off, and a sleepless night full of action came crashing in on Stan. He would have 


to make this quick. Not that he had ever intended otherwise. 


The boat docked. ‘Roy looked down at them with faux-calm contempt, making no 
movement. They disembarked, and San turned to the manrat. “Thanks, Dickie. Pll keep you up 


to date as often as possible.” 
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Dickie nodded his head. “Always a pleasure, Ma’am.” He back-peddled from the little 


sycamore landing and was soon heading at speed back the way they’d come. 


“We get to keep these sweet hats,” San said to Stan. “Seriously don’t throw yours away, 
they could be part of a disguise later.” She turned towards the house, heading up the stairs to the 


porch. “Hey ‘Roy! Long-time-no-see!” 


Completely ignoring Wortle, ‘Roy turned his face sharply towards Stan, his first sign of 
movement. “What’s this?! You sneak out, you’re gone all night without a word, then you bring 
this goy back here acting bold as day, like nothing happened? After I’ve cared for you, taught 


you secrets cherished by the ancients? Explain yourself, boy.” 


Stan looked down at nothing. “Go inside, Johnny.” 


“Who’s he talking to?” asked a puzzled San. 


“Ack.” ‘Roy looked at San with utter peevishness. “When I found him, he’d been hit on 
the head pretty good. Had a weird little guitar, it’s there in his room. Funny thing, odd knobs on 
it. He thinks it gets up and walks around, calls it ‘Johnny.’ Talks about it so funny, he almost 
has me thinking I see the thing moving from time to time. He’s still recovering, the boy’s 


concussion-crazy. He shouldn’t be going all around, let alone going into the city at night.” 


“But you’re training him. Which means you’ ve probably hit his head with thousands of 


boards. Am I wrong?” 


“Mind your own damn business, goy.” 


“Hmmm.” Now it was Sans’ turn to ignore ‘Roy. “Ya know, I might be playing with 


fire, but this gives me an idea...” 
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“T said mind your own damn business,” ‘Roy said, getting up from his seat shaking with 
rage. Stan raised his head suddenly from his blank revery, imaginary guitar forgotten, and 


looked at the apoplectic ‘Roy. He hoped that he looked more collected than that. 


“See this candy treat, boy? This is the soul of one who is evil.” Zeke practically slavered over 
the tumorous thing. “Common as jujubes at your local corner store. Yet delicious all the same, 
to the observer. The treat is in spotting and identifying all the points. Why’s it such a treat, you 


ask? Because then you know you’ve got ‘em!” 


Dimly, distantly Finnigan charged. And much closer- so near-at-hand he could touch them- 
innumerable b-grade and c-grade worlds spilled all around Stan, common as corner-store jujubes. 
Worlds of brooding, mediocre evil, they spoke to dark parts of the human condition. But at 


bottom, it was all the same world. 


He looked at Finnigan, charging as ever. “I’ve seen your soul, old fool. I know your 


game.” 


“GOD DAMNIT BOY!!!” The charging reverse-Jazzmaster was spasmodic with frenzy, 


frothing at the mouth. “DON’T-“ 


“T’ve seen through it. Worlds without end, but it’s not the true Multiverse, is it? 
Different masks you put on, but it’s all the same. We can play this game a thousand times. A 
million, billion, whatever. We can keep playing it and playing it, and each time, all you’re really 


doing is trying to sell the sizzle.” 


1053 


Incredibly, Finnigan stopped charging, mouth agape. “Say what boy?” 


“You know what I’m talking about. C’mon. C’mon. There’s no great battle, no mighty 
climax. And there never will be. I could get a mightier climax just by going into an outhouse 
and jerking off. Every time, it’s a disappointment. And the funny thing about disappointment. 


It leaves you wanting more. 


“So you get right back in the que. You fall back in line, the line for your next ticket, the 
ticket to your next disappointment. Because it isn’t about the battle, about the product. It’s the 
gamblers’ thrill. It’s so improbable that all this nonsense will live up to the hype, that you start 
to ask, what if it did, just once, just as a result of random chance? What’s the probability? To 
beat those odds, to actually get a climactic battle worth the price of admission, worth the 


hardship of the journey. The thrill that would bring. The feeling would be incredible. 


“But after you lose count of the endless procession of disappointments, you stop even 
paying much attention. You’re waiting for that battle. But what will you do when you get there? 
I remember them all. All the flimsy pretexts you cooked up, ‘Come rescue your pals,’ “I raped 
so-and-so,’ blah-blah-blah-whatever. All just superfluous excuses for a fight. All just ways to 
ease that pitch in there, the pitch for the sizzle. And you sold it. You were so good at it, I never 
knew what hit me. You sold it to everybody, and soon everybody was acting like they really 
bought into how great and mighty the battle was. It was never anything. Not once, did we ever 
have a battle worth two shits. And then, when it was over, hollowness. Empty. Pointless. But 


we couldn’t admit that to ourselves. It hurts, realizing you got jipped. 


“But as long as we don’t admit it, you can keep selling it. And you keep popping up. 


Across the Multiverse, you’ve got yourself a real neat little racket, haven’t you? You hardly 
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have to do anything. Just put on your worn-out single villain mask, do something dastardly, say 
you want a great climactic battle — rinse, repeat. In this way, you’ve kept your tacky existence 
going throughout endless aeons. But it’s only because you’ve got buyers. Soon as the buyers 


run out, there’s nothing left of you. ‘Cept you can always seem to find more buyers. 


“Well, I’m not buying. You’ve lost one. I’m done with the boring battles, all the same. 
Because as long as I keep this charade, this utter farce, going, I’m as guilty of the wrongs of 
CentralGov as you are. I can’t keep buying into the System. And know that when you move 
along and find some other palooka to try and snare with your song-and-dance, I’ll be right there, 
to strip off your mask. Yeah, you think you’re pretty smart, fooling with peoples’ 
vulnerabilities. Well it works both ways. Without your mask, you’re more vulnerable than 
anyone. Maybe you knew that already. You gave up everything, at some point in the far reaches 
of past time, to inhabit this mask, to help yourself feel smarter and bamboozle Multiverse 
chumps like me. For that, you gave it all away. It’s gonna be real interesting to see what 


happens, now that you really, truly have nothing.” 


Finnigan looked at Stan with a forlorn expression. Forlorn eternities of lonely scheming 
lived within that expression, and it was abundantly clear that it was the saddest, saddest, saddest, 
saddest, saddest, saddest, saddest, saddest, saddest, saddest, and above all the saddest thing in the 
whole wide world. Indeed, that sadness was the saddest sadness of them all. “I don’t know what 
you're talking about,” he said. “I’m just a Jazzmaster-gone-bad who got in bed with the 
nefarious CentralGov corp.” And as he said it, his face began falling apart, cracking like broken 


porcelain. There was nothing beneath it. 
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Again, the Multiverse quaked. And this time, it broke. 


A giant crack appeared in the sky. The worlds flowed down. Through the fissure, they 
flowed, and they escaped. The pocket universe fell through, taking Stan with it. He fell. Worlds 
fell alongside him, their surfaces cracking. Like broken porcelain, they began to fall apart. 
Tinsel pieces fell through the void, ever turning. The worlds fell apart. The entire tacky 
Multiverse was sucked through that crack, and it was all falling apart, littering the void, floating 
refuse of rejected dreams. Stan looked around as he tumbled, searched for a way out of this 


endless fall. 


Suddenly, he was swept through an opening. And a giant expanse of cosmic space 
opened up before him. That expanse was frightening. The worlds it held were more complicated 
by far. The dust of the entire multiverse that had just evaporated, was hardly a grain of sand in 
the midst of this frightening new expanse. Stan realized that this was the Multiverse, the true 
Multiverse. It had really happened. He had succeeded, but he felt as if he had done nothing. 

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a great city, tumbling, tumbling, filled with pythonians 


madly hissing. But it was all so small. It was tiny enough to fit in the palm of his hand. 


There, far out there, was a planet. It was nearing him. He braced himself for entry. He 
flew through the upper atmosphere, the clouds, down, down, to an island off of a great mass of 
land. There was a building there, not far from the shore on the side facing the landmass. It was a 
building which he felt he should go check on. He neared land, and knew without a shadow of a 
doubt that this plain brick building was the Library of the Ancients. Outside of it, among the 


dust, a small red item caught his eye. He quickened his pace. Soon, he had landed. 
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He rushed up to the red item, dusted it off. Yes. It was ared guitar. It was the 
instrument he called Johnny. Stan picked up Johnny, he gripped the instrument he’d had so 
many delusions regarding. This was the item he’d put his emotions into, emotions he couldn’t 
otherwise express. Searching his mind, he saw that there was no point in the multiverse, not one, 


where this guitar was actually animate, where it was actually alive. 


And the emotions came. 


“They killed you,” Stan whispered to his beloved instrument. “The sons of bitches killed 
you, my good Johnny.” And no one could understand, would ever really understand, what he 
meant by that. He clutched Johnny to his chest, and the tears flowed. He rocked the guitar back 
and forth. They had taken his family away, they had taken his mind. Now this. Sob after sob 
wracked his mighty chest as he held the guitar. He knew what he was sobbing about. He was 


sobbing about youthful exuberance, rock and roll, childhood. He was sobbing about Johnny. 


Erazzmo peeked out the front door of the library, warily looking around, disoriented. He 
saw Stan on his knees on the ground, crying, and could only watch dumbfounded. Over a hill, 
San, Drip Dry Eyes, Jenks, Ciabatta and Dace peered. Bat Dan, Mella, Dingus and Bob followed 
close behind. Then ‘Roy, Karleton, Chuck Dazzlar, the indigo spies and Tuff Rex. Soon the 
entire army of roller kids and roller parents was atop the various nearby hills, looking down at 
Erazzmo looking on as Stan continued to cry, unstinting, utterly oblivious to everything around 


him. 


He cried for all the times he’d taken for granted. He cried for all the people he’d taken 
for granted. For spending years of his life not appreciating the importance of love, for not letting 


the people he loved know about it. He cried for all the hardship of youth, and the lost 
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opportunities to help alleviate that hardship. That was Johnny. Johnny was the alleviation of the 
hardship of youth, the perseverance of youth against all odds, even though grownups would 
always end up taking it for granted. The universe of the grownups, bleh. That led to the tacky 
faux-multiverse that he’d seen crumble to pieces, that tired old story that couldn’t stand up to 
scrutiny. Now, he was back in the real multiverse. This time, it really was worlds without end. 
It was frightening. But he wouldn’t back down. He wouldn’t make the same mistakes. The next 
Johnny would never be taken for granted. He pledged it, on his very soul, his heart-no-longer- 


dark. And instead of blood and sweat, this time, he sealed the pact with tears. 


The Flight de Ville set down on a flat stretch of dry plains above the ocean. Stan hopped out, 
and walked up to the drivers’ seat. “’Roy, I can’t tell you how grateful Iam. For everything. 


There’s no way I can ever properly thank you.” 


“Don’t need to.” Twentytwogun Mercuroy looked ahead, maintaining a stoic front. 
“You led me to the Library of the Ancients. The knowledge in there is all the thanks I could ever 


need. These are the books the ancients consulted.” 


“Well, I hope they offer you some diversion.” 


“More than that. They offer spiritual solace. Now, you take care of yourself. Don’t get 


into any trouble.” 
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Stan nodded. He turned. San, Ciabatta and Jenks were standing besides him. “Hey,” 
said Jenks, “uh, Dan and Bob told me to tell you to watch out for them. They’re forming a tag 


team, you know. That’s gonna be a formidable force, I’m sure.” 


“You bet,” said Stan. “I bet they’ll sweep through the rankings in short order.” 


“And Dace,” said Ciabatta, “says he’s really sorry about the scheduling conflict with the 


band. He had hoped to see you off.” 


“That’s all just as well,” said Stan. “They don't need to worry about my dealings. They 


only need focus on their art. I'm just a brief roadside stop on their journeys.” 


“Stan.” San looked the tired warrior in the eyes. “I don't normally tell people things that 
might inadvertently butter them up. I sure don't want you to get more of an ego. But there's a 
level of potential, at which point there's just no use trying to hide the way things are. You're a 
piece of work, Stan. You've got a long road ahead of you. Your work is cut out for you and then 
some. But you're more than just a strong guy with a few gimmicks. Vampiro Stan, you have 
more power than you can imagine. And one of these days, we'll all wake up and you'll have 


become a legend.” 


Stan looked down, bashful. “Maybe. But I’m not worried about power-level right now. 
I know I’ve got a lot of work ahead of me. I’ve seen that. It’s daunting. But I’m ready for it. 
Because I know that I’m not alone. Even though I might be heading out, you guys have made 
me realize that I was never alone. I need more time, time to find myself. I need to head out and 
keep travelling, but it can never be the same lonely, cold journey that it was before. San, you 
told me not too long ago that you would never try to solve my problems. And you were right, of 


course. But you guys have done everything possible for me. You guys have healed me so much, 
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without even trying to. And I’m sure we’ll meet again soon enough, in the course of pursuing 
our mutual interests in freedom and justice. But whenever, and wherever, and however we might 
meet next, one thing’s for sure. I will never forget these days, these amazing adventures we’ve 
shared together. They will be by my side for the rest of my life. I couldn’t ask for a better 


companion.” 


San looked unblinkingly at Stan. “Get outta here, you son of a bitch, before you make 


me start crying.” 


Stan heartily shook the hands of the three, an act which quickly devolved into a group 
hug. “We don’t know,” said Ciabatta, “what will happen to those disenfranchised humans who 
followed CentralGov, now that they’ve been forever cut off from contact with the 
extradimensional aliens who were their leaders. But it’s certain that there will be more conflict, 
and more adventures. There are roller skater chapterhouses in cities all across these Great 


Statelands, Stan. You’re welcome at every one of them, any time.” 


“That’s right,” Jenks said. “And you know you’re welcome to perform with me and the 
band any time you want. I’m glad you’re not letting yourself get bound, this early in your life. 


But I hope you won’t let that musical talent of yours go to waste.” 


“Yeah,” said San, “and if you need help or just want something to do, get in contact with 
us Jazzmasters — you know how. I’m gonna be here at the Library for a while yet, studying the 
‘Unicorn Rat’ and other unique unearthed Mexican Jewish folklore. But once I’m satisfied 
research-wise, now that CentralGov has been sent packing, I’m thinking of taking back up the 


marimba, maybe doing some Jazz courses for those who desire initiation. Mella has already 
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shown interest. I would love to teach you a few things, as well, if you could pledge to use such 


knowledge responsibly. It’s your call, but the offer’s out there.” 


“Thanks guys. Right now, I just need to journey. You know how it is. One step at a 
time.” There was good-natured patting on the back. Stan turned. He walked a few steps, turned 
back towards his waving friends, the Flight de Ville, the Pacific Coast. He looked for a moment, 
and within his young eyes, emotions flashed. What emotions did he experience at that time, as a 
new page in his life was turned, as he prepared to set out, once again, on his solo wandering? 


None can say. 


He looked for a moment longer. Then he turned landwards again, and walked off into the 


arid horizon. 
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Point of Departure 


By Harper Hair, 2021 
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When Dagwood had first seen Jaybo Francseezie, heiress to several fortunes made in industries 
of little general benefit, he had seen another slightly chubby tourist. There was no reason to 


believe such a woman would, or indeed could, be of any real significance. 


See the flaccid bodies. See them trundle off their exclusive shuttles, looking 
around with lusterless eyes at the synthetic nothing that had been summoned from the ether for 
the fulfillment of their wretched comforts. What had the planetoid now called “Merriweather” 
been like, when the landscape was free from development? It was all recorded, data stored down 
below, within those wildly blinking panels. There to be summoned. Ghosts. Tourists were 
ghosts, taking their desolate ghostliness with them and spreading it throughout space and time. It 


smelled stale. 


Dagwood had been supervising the stocking of the junk food “cantina” when 
Jaybo had first spotted him. He remembered the widening of the eyes, the spark of recognition 
in the round, surprisingly open face. “Hey, are you Dagwood? You’re the guy who made it cool 


to be a Tetris master.” 


Dagwood felt his dander rise. These damned whelps, they didn’t know what they 
were talking about. Indignities never ceased. Acting like they really knew who he was, knew 
anything about him. Tetris was not something to arbitrarily define as “cool” or “uncool” 
according to the tartuffery of any cut-rate zeitgeist. More than a form of art, it was a cosmic 
ballet, a process of transcendence. These kids, forsaken of all inspiration, could never know 
what it had been like during the Tetris Renaissance, spreading out from the Orion Nebula those 


long space-years back. It had been a time of giants, the stuff legend was formed from. 
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Now, Dagwood was in this miserable little “cantina,” trying to explain to an 
underling that if something was selling out, it paid for a business to stock more of it. The smell 
of quasi-covert cigarettes was wriggling under his chilled flesh like rats scampering beneath an 
oily rug. The uniform synthetic white light was creating a hollow ache in his head. And this rich 


nothing-child had the temerity to remind him of those magic days. The temerity! 


“T take it,” said Dagwood, “that you’re Jaybo Francseezie, heiress to several 


fortunes.” 


“That’s right,” the girl beamed. “Just here for some sun, some fun, just ya’know, 


tryin’ to get away from it all for awhile. Great resort ya got here.” 


“We intentionally keep it modest. There are too many tacky, overdone tropical 


planetoid resorts.” 


“Yeah, for sure.” 


“Let us know if you need anything.” 


“Sure thing, buddy.” Smiling wanly, the heiress had continued about her junk 
food perusal. Dagwood had told the underling what to purchase, to wit, the items which sold the 
most. And he’d continued about his desultory rounds, finding the usual problems, having little 
idea of solutions, seeing little need of any. For an enterprise such as this, mediocrity was 


practically a virtue. 
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Dagwood finished his insipid duties for the day, shambled back to his fourth-floor 


chamber, booted up the holoputer'’, and fell into Tetris. 


A game of Tetris is a highly unstable system. It simulates our universe, simulates 
the dynamic instability all around us at all times. Pieces fit in perfectly with one another, and in 
that singular moment, it appears that there’s some impeccable plan. It’s only ever a plan of total 
chaos. Only the limitations of so-called “random number generation” allow for the program of 
classic Tetris to be somewhat manipulable. Classic Tetris, with its emphasis on the random, is 
the purest form of Tetris, the purest synthetic distillation of the dynamic anarchy of our universe, 


which disguises itself as a perfect system, disguised as anarchy. 


Dagwood played Tetris. The blocks fell, and with each block, he felt it, felt the 
cool grip of entropy. Each movement of each tetromino brought each round one step closer to its 
disarrayed conclusion, the jumbled and confused endpoint that awaited every game of every 
player, from the greatest master to the most innocent, doe-eyed babe. He dropped the pieces, his 
arm muscles twitching spastically, thumb moving like a sewing machine needle, in the ancient 
“hypertapping” technique that he had learned as a boy, and was most comfortable with. This 
was how he played his private games. These days, and likely, he thought, for the rest of his days, 
all games were private. He no longer paid much attention to the maintenance of his ability. 
These days, in the dim quiet of his stale chamber, he found himself focused only on the beauty of 


the configurations. His rounds were fine art. 


He didn’t realize it. Dagwood didn’t realize nearly as much as he thought he did- 


an ungenerous personality might say he didn’t realize much of anything. But these days, the 


2 The parochial holographic-interface computers frequently favored by humans, and often mocked by other species 
for their inefficient focus on flashy visuals. 
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wild configurations he was moving the tetrominos into were the most beautiful patterns ever 
made on a Tetris grid. The scores were average for one of his stature. An onlooker who had the 
faculties to appreciate what was happening, would have been stunned. For years now, Dagwood 
had been unintentionally inventing a new way to play the game, a way based on art rather than 


science. 


But he was oblivious to all that. He was in a trance of pensive musings. Tetris fostered 
such mental conditions. Dagwood played, no sound entering his ears but the hum of the climate 


controls, and he allowed the memories to flow freely, as they were wont to do. 


And memory flowed. 


It was that revered old event, the Southwestern Simultetrises, here again on Old Earth. It 
gave him goosebumps every time. The Southwestern Desert of the Great States was a dry, 


somewhat drab landscape on the surface of things. And yet. 


Yet whenever he got off the shuttle, he was embarrassed, worried that he would 
be doubled over by the almost unbearable wave of portention and archaic revery that buffeted his 
tremulous being with uncompromising soul-winds. This was an ancient place, a place of 


prodigious events. There was simply nowhere else in the galaxy quite like it. 


He had settled in, had gone around to his favorite attractions, the crude fountains, 
the Prismatic Tower, the garden with the big cacti. Then he had prepared himself for some tough 
matches. The Simultetrises attracted a good batch of talent every space-year, and this one — 
1776D common-timeframe, a good eighteen space-years ago — had been no different. Now, that 


time was considered one of the waning space-years for the Tetris Renaissance. Back then, it had 
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been just another space-year. Tetris was still primarily a human game, with human origins and 
human fandom, but a few other species had started to show some interest. The pre-tournament 
socializing area had probably been about 70% human, with everyone else ranging a wide gamut 
of species and subspecies. It had been crowded but congenial. In those days, there were no 
really bitter rivalries. Nobody had anything to prove. Braggart showboating was unnecessary. 


The games spoke for themselves. 


He could smell it, in his memory. The stink of those foreigner bodies in that 
musty space. The humans attracted by that tournament came from every corner of the galaxy- 
cluster. Their sweat always smelled like their foreign foods. Dagwood was a super-taster, 
always doomed to only find the blandest foods palatable, forced to listen as others described the 
raptures of culinary adventure, feelings he would never get to experience. He should have found 
that odor revolting. But it wasn’t so bad in its proper context. It was the smell of the Tetris 


community. At that time, he had felt a part of it all. He had felt connected to this community. 


What had it felt like to be a part of that community? What had it been like, all 
those space-years ago, to experience that competition, at one of the most exciting Tetris 


tournaments in the galaxy-cluster? 


Broken people. 


He couldn’t imagine caring about whether he beat someone in Tetris. Had he 
gotten first place that space-year, or second? All the tournament results blended together in a 
roiling stew of confused memory. He must have hungered for victory at some point. Why? 
Classic Tetris battles (the ones that counted) were just two separate individual games, going on 


right beside one another. If you did them at two totally different times, in two totally different 
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places, and then broadcast them together on a split screen, the resulting “match” would be the 


exact same. It was never about the competition. True Tetris transcended such stuff. 


Broken people. 


In his chamber, he hypertapped. The turgid memories frothed. What made them 
turgid, these golden memories? He remembered the flat Earth desert, the heavy Great States 
cuisine. He remembered chomping down on some snacks, plugging in his trusty old controller, 
that had gotten lost at some point, many, many space-years ago, likely swiped by some 
overzealous fan. Some broken specimen, grabbing an item they wouldn’t be able to risk selling. 
Just to have the smell of Dagwood finger sweat. Competition brought out the broken ones. 
High-level competition, most of all. And he wondered, sometimes, if he might not be the most 
broken of them all. Or perhaps the least. Particularly now. Now, when he was content, away 
from the limelight, to simply drop the shapes, to relish the beauty of the game without any 
expectations of what he needed to get out of it all. Was he the most broken, or the least broken? 


The least broken? Or the most? 


What was the difference? 


Philosophically, spiritually, maybe not much. In practice, broken people tended 
to turn to broken pastimes, which cracked away at them further. But he didn’t care for drink, and 
he certainly wasn’t some worm who got his jollies by making other people uncomfortable. His 
thoughts were bad enough. He rarely socialized. There was a disconnect. He didn’t get along 
with folks the way he had in the old days, when he had felt he was a part of a community. He 
remembered the buzz of the crowd, close behind him as he had stacked those Tetrominos, 


fervently looking for the best avenues to getting those meaty long pieces stuck down those neat 
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and tidy rows, to get the four-row-clearing Tetris move from which the game of Tetris derived its 
name. That buzz had vitalized him, as it vitalized so many others. It had made him aware that 


he wasn’t alone. 


And now, he was alone. And it didn’t bother him in the slightest. But nor did he 
get a buzz from it. He didn’t loath the bulk of humanity, though he did think they were by-and- 
large stupid. He didn’t insist on the greatest degree of solitude he could attain. If he really hated 
people, he could be doing IT work in a little living unit on an asteroid somewhere. Instead, he 
had chosen to manage this resort, for reasons that he didn’t quite remember, but believed had had 
something to do with the nice climate of the planetoid. Some vague health consideration, after 
spending endless hours in high-stakes pulse-pounding matches inside sweaty convention rooms, 
often filled with alien farts and the smoke from a thousand namelessly strange smokables, from a 
thousand oily alien pipes. What a universe it is. Who knows what effect it all has on the fragile 


human constitution? 


Man, he had been able to play. Someone in the press had come up with his 
unofficial tagline — “Dagwood doesn’t just plop the pieces down. He really knows how to make 
them swing.” Even then, when his mind had been filled with the vital exegeses of the Scripture 
of Tournament-Worthy Strategy, there had still been a bent towards the artistic. Towards the 
musical. Now, Dagwood dropped the pieces. And he made them swing. Boy, did he ever make 


those tetrominos swing. 


But there was no audience, no one to appreciate his brilliance. The shapes that he 


swung were all dressed up. But they had no place to go. 


They had no place to go. 
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Eternal cowardice. 


That was the root of all competitiveness. Well, wasn’t it? 


Dagwood thought about it. And he remembered Percy Watkins. 


What a shit little kid he had been, had Percy. With his sandy-colored, disheveled 
hair, and his fluorescent vests, he had always looked like a real brat. Often enough, he had acted 
like one. Getting into pointless feuds with other players, the sort of nonsense that diverted 
people’s minds from the game. But there was a seriousness down in there, a certain integrity that 
the kid seemed to want to keep hidden, perhaps for fear that the world would compromise its 
purity, if it strayed too near the surface. So the boy gave the world only meaningless stuff, with 
one exception. That kid could play a damn strong game. Practical, efficient, incisive plays, a 


bread-and-butter approach that was strong on fundamentals. Watkins knew how to get results. 


It had been somewhere in the Andromeda Galaxy. Way outside the normal range 
of Tetris tours. A lot of non-human participants had been in that lineup. There was hope for 
several of them. The Fungoid wiz kid Glabulatrous. The hot Plant master Faai’aaytouun. The 
Nebular Toad with the hyper-speed fingers, Kraznatskill. But in the end, it was just two humans 


on the main stage. Humans had invented the game. They’d just had more time with it. 


There in that dingy, musty, dim-lit venue, Dagwood had squared off against the 
impertinent Watkins. Dagwood was favored by a thin margin. He coulda mopped the floor, it 
was said, with a kid like Percy Watkins, if it were only two space-years earlier. But instead of 
getting better with age, the master had largely ceased innovating after years at the top, 


maintaining the same playstyle while growing more enigmatic as a persona. He was succeeding, 
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by his air of mystery, his aura of aloof freedom, in making Tetris cool again. This aspect was 
still intact, but his breathtaking dominance had slowed. He got many tournament firsts, but also 
many seconds, and even thirds, in non-major tournaments, results unthinkable at his height. The 
top minds whispered that, even in light of his increasing age, he wasn’t showing his true 
potential. In contrast, for as clearly adept as Watkins was, he seemed to be at his peak, though at 
the critical point of his youth. He had been playing on a similar level to the late-career 
Dagwood. It was hard to imagine him going anywhere else, at least not in this current state. He 
simply didn’t have the knack for innovation. It was a curious inversion of the norm, the younger 


player with nowhere to go, the older player with untapped potential. 


They had sat in their cushy swivel chairs, positioned not far from one another, 
gripping their pro controllers and practicing pre-match breathing exercises. Engaging in top- 
level play was like entering into a meditative trance. Then the DING had sounded, and 
Dagwood had allowed his subconscious to take control in a way that he had never conceived of. 
Did he begrudge that little shit kid the game? Not a bit of it. Percy had earned his position, 
making genuine effort at every step — perhaps more than Dagwood had, at that age. There was 
some need in Dagwood, some yearning which had come flooding through him. At that time, he 
remembered, he had had enough of the cowardice of competition. Too much. Too much. It was 


time to let this flood roll. 


Enough nonsense. 


The shapes and patterns Dagwood had made then were sensational. That was the 
last match of any significance that he performed for an audience, before dropping off the Tetris 
radar. The commentators were dazzled. Percy was soundly beating Dagwood, and all the 


commentators could talk about was Dagwoods’ field of play. Nobody could take their eyes off 
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it. The artistry he had displayed then didn’t hold a candle to what he was doing right now, in the 
deep privacy of his chamber. But the lineaments were there. The groundwork was there. One 
commentator made a bold prediction, one now almost forgotten within the ever-changing 
contemporary scene. “Keep an eye on Dagwood,” they had said laughingly. “With this kind of 


artistry, one day, he could develop a whole new way to play Tetris.” 


Percy had cruised on to a handy victory. His play had been basic, logical, and his 
score, exemplary. Dagwoods’ score had been utterly mediocre. The crowd cheered, human and 
non-human united in sheer enthusiasm. And Percy was livid. They were cheering for Dagwood. 
Percy had trained his heart out, focused with nerves of steel, and defeated a Tetris legend. And 
nobody was even talking about him. The announcer held up his hand and gave him the prize. 
And though the guy was a perfect professional, and though it was done with the same formality it 
always had been, the atmosphere about the whole thing was perfunctory. Everyone wanted to 
get to the Dagwood interview. Why had he stopped caring about score? How did he dream up 
such wacky shapes, all formed out of the simple tetrominoes on the limited playing field? 


Percy’s victory was generic. Dagwood’s failure was new, exciting, invigorating. 


That was when it had happened. Percy had always been the coolest, calmest, 
most collected pro player in any conference room. Now, something snapped. On that 
unprecedented day, Percy Watkins revealed a side that had been hiding beneath the surface, 


hiding even from him, seething, roiling, afraid of the outer daylight. 


He had thrown his controller. That was the start of it. A simple, over-the- 
shoulder sidewise controller chuck, almost offhanded in its casual velocity, like an angry teen 
chucking a burger wrapper after receiving romantic rejection. The simple gesture sent 


immediate shockwaves through the crowd. Silence imposed itself. As small as this was, it was 
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the kind of lack of decorum generally reserved to the rankest of go-nowhere amateurs. What 
was more, this was after he had already been declared the victor, had received a prize cred-card 
that was fairly considerable for such an out-of-the-way tournament. It was inexplicable. Soon, 
silence reigned. All eyes were on Percy. Their stares pelted him, an intolerable hailstorm of 


expectation. 


Then, he had thrown the chair. 


Percy saw it flop through the air, skid along the edge of the stage. For a moment, 
he felt just as much a spectator as the audience. “J mean,” he thought to himself, “why would I 
wanna cause a scene? What do I have to gain by acting out? I’m a reasonable person, God 


damn it. This isn’t like me. It’s not like me.” 


Dagwood didn’t know, of course, what Percy was thinking. He felt somewhat detached 
from the whole thing himself. He had already decided he would at least cut down on, and 
hopefully halt, his gaming schedule. He was ready, within the larger perspective of his lifespan, 
to move on to other things. The routine was dragging on him. But just because he wasn’t overly 
invested in the goings-on around him, didn’t mean he lacked the capacity to be surprised. This 
was something he would not have, could not have predicted. It was outside his experience, a 
consummate pro like Percy Watkins behaving in this manner. He’d never cared for the kid, but 
that didn’t mean he took pleasure in him throwing away his opportunities. Far from it. He 


hated, hated to see it. 


And so, calmly, with an almost fatherly gait, he had strode towards the apoplectic 
Watkins, hands out slightly in a gesture of soothing restraint. “It’s okay, boy,” he had said, softy 


yet firmly, at a volume that only the front rows could hear clearly, so absorbed in the sudden 


1073 


spectacle that they never once thought how absurd it was that the loser was trying to calm the 


winner. “Listen, son. There’s no need to flip out. It’s just a game.” 


And Percy Watkins had flipped the fuck out. 


There were a number of other chairs on and around the stage. None were safe. “NO,” 
Percy loudly declared to no one in particular. Then, going down the rows, he proceeded to fling 
furniture. “NO,” he repeated for emphasis, sending an impressive volley in the general direction 
of the innocents in the front row. “WHAT IS WRONG WITH YOU PEOPLE?” There was a 
split-second pause in the flinging, and his face somehow clouded up even more. Then he strode 


towards the nearest wall. 


“What is wrong with YOU, man?” a voice from the crowd yelled out. There was no 


follow-up question. At that moment, Percy punched the wall. 


Percy Watkins was not an impressive physical specimen. He was slender, perhaps too 
slender. Yet his bones must have been made of solid metal. At the blow, the entire wall of the 
conference room seemed to shudder. The resounding thud continued reverberating off the walls 
of the cavernous region, the sound traveling to the farthest corners, seeping out into the drab 
corridors beyond, causing ordinary hotel guests to start. “What was that,” a demi-female 


Cycabian asked her grown daughter, “some kind of vehicle engine exploding?” 


There was a fist-sized hole in the hotel wall. Someone yelled in dismay, “We are 
definitely gonna get charged for that.” And there was a great sadness in Percy Watkins then. 


There was a great, great, great great sadness. 


Percy wouldn’t remember much after that. Dagwood remembered the ensuing tantrum in 


an accurate and disinterested manner, the primal screams, the flailing and the punching of walls, 
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tables, a spilled wastebasket that someone who wasn’t Percy Watkins would have to clean up, 
flung snack bags and drink bottles littering the hallway outside the cantina, and Percy storming 
out into the parking quadrant and screaming up to the heavens, yelling to the gods his invectives 
against the incompetent fools who handled the organization of Tetris tournaments, for crimes 
which were never specified. The match itself was hardly remembered. All that was remembered 
was the outburst after, and the simple fact that, in this strange instance, it was the winner who 
had run amok. Watkins had played in a few more major tournaments. His prior good behavior 
and high-level ability afforded him a second chance that most others wouldn’t have gotten. Then 
his career just petered out. It was really the last time either of the players would sit center-stage. 
Though no Tetris press had ever said it, it wouldn’t have been too far wrong to call that evening 


the beginning of the end of an era. 


Dagwood wondered. Then, what era was this? The era of aloneness? 


The era of aloneness. 


In a luxuriant third-story suite, Jaybo lay on the gigantic bed, kicking her legs up 
girlishly. Beside her, the importer-exporter boy wonder and impeccable bon vivant, Sand 
Mathersis, kicked his own svelte legs up in happy companionship. He was only one of the 
groupies that made up what tabloidalists had dubbed “the Francseezie posse”, but he was far 
from just another hanger-on. Francseezie trusted Mathersis as she did only a miniscule number 
out of all the myriad scores of important names in her bedazzled mental rolodex. He was, easily, 


her closest confidant. 
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“This resort seems plain at first,” said Jaybo. “But I think there’s something 


charming about it.” 


“Maybe,” mused Sand, “it’s ‘cause it kinda feels like it lets the natural beauty, 
you know, speak for itself. I love verdant small planets like this, with their cute lil’ super-round 


horizons.” 


“We need to see the lagoons up closer,” Jaybo declared. “I can’t stand people 


who come to a place like this and don’t enjoy the nature.” 


“Yah,” Sand emphatically agreed, “that’s really the whole main frickin’ reason to 
go to a place like this.” He pulled an exotic taffy from his neon green fanny pack and began 
busily chewing. The importing, the exporting, he was a genius at it, but it was all driving him 
mad with its relentless tedium. To turn off his brain! What blessed relief. “These taffies are 
pretty good,” he further contributed, “but you have to like grapefruit, ‘cause they all taste like 


grapefruit.” 
“No matter what flavor?” Jaybo made a face. “That’s really weird.” 


“Yah really. Why would it even be like that? If you’d told me before I tried them 


I probably wouldn’t have. But they’re still pretty good.” 


“Gimme one, I gotta taste for myself.” 


Sand reached back into his fanny pack, unhesitatingly produced a colorful taffy. 
Jaybo snatched it up and scrutinized the wrapper. “Okay,” she announced, “this one’s supposed 


to be strawberry.” Deftly unpeeling the confection, she popped it into her mouth and 
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commenced the work of mastication. After a moment, she had reached her verdict- “Oh my 


God. It tastes like grapefruit but it’s actually good.” 
“T know, right?” 
“But it doesn’t taste like strawberry. At all.” 


“T don’t know what’s up with these things. Take more if you can because I am 


definitely gonna eat all of them tonight and make myself feel sick.” 


“Okay. I will ina minute. Oh my God. I met Dagwood today. Do you know 


him?” 
“Wasn’t he a Tetris guy?” 


“Yeah. He made it, like, cool to be a Tetris guy. For like, two weeks or 


something.” 


“T can’t get excited about Tetris. For some reason it reminds me of work and I 


just don’t wanna keep watching it.” 
“Tt’s considered one of the Great Human Sports.” 
“What are the others? Is ping pong one of them?” 
“J don’t remember either. Futbal and Tetris are the ones people care about.” 


“Yeah, and I don’t care about either. There are so many rules and procedures that 
go into competitive games. Rules and procedures are for importing and exporting things. Not 
for fun.” Sand looked wistful. “I could really get into a game if it were able to just harness 


complete chaos. Somehow, the rules and procedures don’t exist. Like, I know that’s a paradox, 
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since you need rules for a game. But what I imagine in my noggin is that I’m walking down a 
cereal aisle. It’s the aisle for all the cereals that are games. Tetris is like bran flakes, futball is 
like oat 0’s, and my game is this kid’s sweet cereal where on the box it says, in big bright 
lettering, ‘Oops! All Chaos.’ The box art is just really bright and zany. If someone made a 


game like that, I could get into it. Until then, I’m just like, whatever with all your stats and 


nonsense.” 
“Oh, yeah,” agreed Jaybo. “Oh, oh yeah.” 
“So how was Mr. Whatever?” 
“Oh, I hardly said two words to him. He was busy with something.” 
“Boring.” 
“Yeah. I think he runs the whole place, basically. At least that’s what I’ve 
heard.” 


“From who?” 


“Oh nobody, probably hearsay. Since he used to be a sports celebrity, it’s 
probably just easier to say, ‘A recognizable figure does all the hard work at our resort’ or 


whatever, to make it stick in your head. But there’s just a chance...” 


There was a pregnant silence. 


“What?” Sand asked with the faintest trace of impatience. “You mean that he has 


access to the gravitron for the planetoid?” 


Jaybo wiggled her eyebrows. “Maybe.” 
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The next pause was even more pregnant. 


“If anyone stole a gravitron,” said Sand, “they could get in big trouble.” 


“T know,” said Jaybo. 


“You would have to be really insane to try and steal one of those things.” 


“T know. But here’s what I’m thinking, dear. Who do you think wants to steal a 


gravitron more badly? Me? Or you?” 


Sand’s face scrunched up. “Definitely me.” 


“And we both wanna steal one. Which is why I mentioned it.” 


“And my level of desire to steal one is dangerous. Which is why I didn’t even 


dare to mention it.” 


“Exactly.” 


“So you mentioned it, so I wouldn’t have to have the burden of having been the 


one who mentioned it.” 


“Exactly.” 


“But you must really wanna steal one too, or you wouldn’t have mentioned it.” 


“Yep, exactly.” 


“OhmyGodIwannastealoneofthosethingssobad.” 


There was yet another pregnant pause, this one choc-a-block with dangerously 


delicious anticipation. 
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The gravitron was no laughing matter. Removing it without a failsafe would have meant 
immediately reverting Merriweather back to its native gravity. It was the height of human 
technology. All the great scientists in the cluster raved about the things. Revered Tarkuuskuus, 
never one to mince words, was on record as having once said, “The entire charade of human 
engineering can largely be excused, one the basis of the gravitron.” Grand Polymath Pleebee 
was said to have hypothesized that humanity was created in order to have a crippling anxiety 
about their complete inability to grasp the concept of gravity far into their development as an 
international species, to the point that their insecurity finally drove them to make up for it by 
creating the most useful portable gravity-control device in the cluster. On this basis, they 
declared the species a success, and jokingly suggested reserving a planet for the human diaspora 
where they could retire and spend the rest of their days doing nothing but eating various 
delicacies- the sole activity, they said, that seemed to have motivated humankind to venture from 
their home planet. Gravitrons were valuable devices. They were also expensive. The parts, 
while surprisingly common for such a powerful instrument (one of the main reasons engineers of 
all species spoke so highly of the things,) still didn’t exactly grow on trees. There weren’t an 
overabundance of gravitrons lying around, and if one went missing, the gravity control would 
have to be maintained by the planetoids’ auxiliary power. This was an extremely costly usage of 
energy, even if it only took a single space-week to ship another one to its destination- something 
which couldn’t be counted on, even in the most favorable circumstances. Most significantly, if 
the device was improperly removed, there was a very real chance of dangerous gravity hiccups. 


The most powerful ultra-fungoid backup reactors had their limits. They couldn’t react instantly. 


The very contemplation of gravitron theft was incredibly irresponsible. 


“T love it,” Sand said, his eyes closed in imaginative ecstasy. 
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“We need a gravitron,” said Jaybo. 


“What if people get hurt when it comes out?” 


“Oh my God. That’s what they say because they don’t wanna have to pay the energy 
costs.” This was only partially true. While cost considerations made institutions liable to 
exaggerate the risk of bodily harm from premature gravitron removal, that didn’t make such risks 


non-existent. 


There was a short pause. Sand puckered his lips in thought. “Okay. Don’t laugh, but do 


you think it’s even possible that Dagwood could be in contact with Agent Dinklidge?” 


Jaybo chuckled slightly. “Have you seen Dinklidge around anywhere?” 


“No, but it’s just a matter of time before he checks in.” 


“Yeah, but I don’t think collusion’s very likely. We could feel it out, but Dagwood 
doesn’t strike me as a rat. Plus the Dink will almost definitely be undercover with one of his 
shitty disguises. He probably won’t even make any contacts that could ‘compromise’ him.” 
They both giggled at the evocation of International Crime Squad Humanity Division special 


agent Pierre Dinklidges’ general incompetence. 


At that moment, the Dink was plunking his valise wearily onto the counter at 
Merriweather central check-in. “Got a room for a ‘Potato’ in there?” he asked the receptionist. 


“Tt should be an economy suite.” 


“One week stay?” 


“That’s right, one week standardized space-time.” 
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It had been settled on as the most typical amount of time for a getaway at such a 
place. Dinklidge didn’t know whether it would be too short or too long. If he found anything, if 
Francseezie and her cronies started slipping up, he might have to find some excuse to lengthen 
his stay, which could look suspicious. Then again, this assignment could, very likely, end up 
being a huge nothing-burger. Dinklidge was too tired. He didn’t wanna think of work right now. 


But his mind, by design, always went back. 


“Here you are, sir.” The receptionist handed him his keycard. “Enjoy your stay.” 
The resort struck him as clean and generic to a fault. No character. It was the kind of place for 
people whose favorite food was bleu-cheese burgers. People who owned memberships to places 
with swimming pools that they never went to, people whose highest ideal was convenience. The 
place smelled clean. Too clean. Nobody who managed such a place could have any real respect 


for genuine cleanliness. It was almost a parody. 


Dinklidge was a regular guy. He was a tired, regular guy. He plodded down the 
corridor towards his room, lugging his valise. He had gotten everything into one bag. He didn’t 
need much. He was a fastidious man. Everything was in order. Down the hall around a corner, 
he noticed a dim, inviting little bar room. He surely wasn’t doing anything tonight. He gave in 
to the temptation. By the time he got to the room, he wouldn’t leave it again tonight, and it 


would be too late. But, how nice it would be. To just have a drink or two. 


The music was soft, a jazzy ambience. The atmosphere of the little drinking 
lounge was consistent with the rest of the hotel. Old fashioned, he would call it. He liked that 
just fine. There were a few little round tables, but most of the space was a large counter area 
aswarm with barstools, behind which was an impressive-looking selection of all sorts of illicit 


fluid, illumined by a moody blue backlight. The places’ soft low-light glow made him feel 
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slightly buzzed already. A bartender with an octopoid head walked casually into serving 


position as Dinklidge approached. 


“What’ll it be, friend?” the barkeep asked. He had a professionally pleasant 


manner. 
“Gin and tonic, pal,” said Dinklidge. 


The barkeep immediately began concocting the mixed drink. “Wow,” he 
commented as he worked, “that’s a really ancient cocktail. Crazy to think how many places, just 


like this, have been making drinks just like this, over how many centuries.” 
“Yeah,” Dinklidge said absently. “Crazy.” 


In short order, the barkeep was finished with the drink. “And it seems to me,” he 
said as he presented the glass, “that sometimes, they’re too similar, and there are too many of 
them, and that they’ve been around for too long a time. How far out into the corners of this 
limitless universe can we fling them, these miserable places full of country-club sadness, all the 
same, all bland and predictable until the end of time? Oh, they have their admirers. Look at me. 
Here I am, serving drinks in one. But if you ask me, such places are sure signs of a spiritual 
torpor, a deeply tragic hidden inability.” He looked earnestly at Dinklidge over the counter, the 


glass in front of him, paying witness. 


Dinklidge drank the gin and tonic in one gulp. “Buddy,” he said, “I’m not sure 


what you’re talking about, but that’s the best damn gin and tonic I ever had.” 


The barkeep smirked, winked. “Sometimes the simplest drinks are the hardest to 


master.” 
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“Gimme another one.” 


“Certainly. You know, it’s funny. These bars, people often go to them looking 
for a sense of companionship. Yet I can’t think of a lonelier thing than the very notion of places 
just like this, all through the ages, stretching off into an infinite future. People come, and they 
converse, and I suppose that there have been some fruitful, wonderful ideas that have come from 
those conversations. But not most of ‘em. For the most part, the talk that happens in a place 
such as this is inconsequential, not in an everyday sense, so much as a sort of sinister sense. 
What I’m saying is hard to articulate. I’m not talking so much about your down-and-dirty 
working mans’ public house, your rowdy rock-and-roll saloon. I mean more the hotel bars, the 
space dock watering holes. It’s like these alcoves of the ever-expanding urban web are part of 


some larger family, some cyclopean semi-sentient lineage from beneath the eyelids.” 


Dinklidge finished his second drink. “Buddy, I don’t got no idea what you’re 


talking about.” 


“Cut the crap, Dinklidge.” It was hard to judge the expression on the octopoidal 
face. “You fall back on that too often. That so-called ‘regular guy’ pose, acting like you’re 
stupider than you are, as if there’s some kind of God damn virtue to being stupid. You know 


what I’m saying, man. You feel it.” 


This guy somehow seemed to know Dinklidges’ name. “Are you a contact? I 


didn’t know there were any contacts.” 


“T have nothing to do with that shit. Listen. Do you want something that’ll keep 


that alcohol from messing with your system?” 


“Tt’s only two drinks pal.” 
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“Well do ya or don’t ya?” 


“Okay, geez. No need to be insistent all-a-sudden.” 


“If you want to keep those drinks from depressing your system and giving you a 
funny sleep, I suggest ginseng tea. It’s on the house. One warning, it will make you need to piss 
in about fifteen minutes. It’s that or be visiting the bathroom five times in the middle of the 


night while you’re trying to sleep.” 


“Sure, I'll try some. But if it’s so effective, why don’t people do it all the time?” 


Two tentacles rose slightly on the barkeeps’ face, in what felt to Dinklidge like 
the octopoidal version of a raise eyebrow. “The real question is why anybody would think 
people would be smart enough. Don’t take my word for it. It’s brewing away. In a minute, you 
can find out for yourself. I don’t want to be insistent with you, Dinklidge. I like you, if you can 


believe that. It’s just that I don’t think I can ever get anywhere with you otherwise.” 


Dinklidge looked forlornly at his empty cups. He wanted another drink, but that 
would be too damn many. He had to be extra-crispy tomorrow, and indeed the whole time he 
was here. It’d probably have to be just one drink a night from here on out, he thought in dismay. 
If that. The prospect made him cross. “Say, if you’re not a contact, how do you know my name? 
Huh? I mean, is this place sharing that level of info with the bartenders? I only just checked in, 


under an assumed name at that. What’s your game, barkeep?” 


“My game is my business, as you know. But the name question has merit. Yes, it 
may seem strange to you. I actually know a lot of peoples’ names. I’m pretty old, friend. I’ve 
been in the espionage game for a long time. It may surprise you- and honestly, it should- but 


you’re something of a celebrity in certain circles.” 
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“Such as?” 


“Oh, I could tell you. I wouldn’t’a called you by name if I had anything to hide. 
But for one thing, you wouldn’t believe a tenth-part of it. And what’s more important, giving 


things away might spoil the fun.” 


“What fun?” At first Dinklidge had found this barkeep mildly amusing. Now the 


cryptic bullshit was beginning to wear on his frayed nerves. 


“Oh, I know it’s difficult, aggravating even, to have to deal with so many 
unknowns, paraded in front of you all at once. But learn to stay calm. Don’t get aggravated. 


This is a skill your line of work demands, so practice it now. And Dinklidge?” 


“Yeah?” Dinklidge decided that he gave up on this guy. There was nothing to do 
or say. He didn’t know how his name was so available, but this barkeep was so crazy as to veer 
towards the harmless. Even as he thought these things, he thought of what the guy had said 


earlier about pretending to be stupid. He wasn’t so sure the guy was totally crazy. 


“T’ll see you in dreams, Dinklidge.” The barkeep waved his facial tentacles 


slightly side-to-side in perfect sync. “I'll see you very soon.” 


Dinklidge arose from his barstool, downing the remainder of the ginseng tea. 
“Enough!! Stop this nonsensical prattle and start explaining yourself in clear terms. How do 


you know my name, God damn it!? Who told you? Don’t try to keep playing grab-ass.” 


On that octopoidal face, was there a trace of something like a smile? 


“Well? Don’t clam up on me now. You were talkative enough before, when all I 


wanted was a drink. Let’s have it, buddy. Who sent you? Out with it!” Dinklidge was leaning 
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over the counter, red in the face. In his excited state, he felt his eighty years beginning to catch 
up with him.'? He couldn’t keep the same pace he used to be able to. Eighty. That was about 

the same age as Dagwood, the Tetris champ who ran this place. They were men from the same 
generation, he reflected. Then, trying to shake the cobwebs from his head, he peered intently at 


the barkeep. 


“Who sent me?” Now Dinklidge was sure the octopoidal bastard was smiling, or 
something close to it. “Nobody, friend Dinklidge. Nobody. I sent myself. I suppose you’d call 
me the boss of an intelligence organization of one. I have many allies. Say, shouldn’t you be 


keeping a low profile?” There were those two tentacle-flips again. 


Dinklidge looked around in a mild panic. There wasn’t a single other person 
visible in the small lounge area. But wait. Down the hall, he saw them coming. Jaybo 
Francseezie. Sand Mathersis. And some other little shit-kid hanger-on. He could hardly believe 
it. It was too convenient, out of all the people staying at this popular resort. Did they have a 
bead on him? Was this octo-dick in league? If so, why had he shown so much of his hand? 


How truly sure was he that the octo was a “he”? 


“Thanks,” he said, turning back to the barkeep with a suddenly affable demeanor. 


“T’ll check that out sometime. And say. That ginseng tea was damn fine stuff. Damn fine!” 





'3 At this point in the far future, the average span for a civilian humans’ natural “‘bio-life” is 200 Earth-years, or 
about 192 standardized space-years, towards the end of which possible cyber-life options are often considered. 
Humans have the parochial peculiarity of almost universally measuring their lifespans in Earth-years. Dinklidges’ 
age might roughly correspond, in terms of subjective “maturity,” to the age of 45 for someone of our current era. 
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Now the barkeep seemed a little too smug for Dinklidges’ liking. “Always happy 
to spread the good word about ginseng tea. Say, you know, something occurs to me.” The 


barkeep scratched his head. “I just had the thought, but now I can’t quite remember it.” 


“You got a name, barkeep?” asked Dinklidge. 


“Oh, now I remember! It has to do with what others say about us, behind our 
backs. My mother used to tell me, and it was a fairly common chestnut around where I grew up 
— ‘Sonny,’ she would say, in our native language of course, ‘Sonny, don’t worry about people 
talking about you, because nobody is. People are just worried about themselves.’ I took this to 
heart, and growing up, it seemed like good advice. Most people were self-absorbed, utilizing 
friendliness so long as it served their purposes, which was mostly to stroke the egos of other self- 
interested people, for personal gain. All pretty basic. But as I grew into adulthood, I realized it 
was totally wrong. As long as you do okay, yes, as long as life is going good and there are no 
major slip-ups, then nobody cares about you. For most other folks, you may as well not exists, 


as well never have existed. 


“But let you do one wrong thing. Fart at a social gathering. Get a little pant stain 
after you wizz. Make the wrong off-color joke. Enter a contest you think you might do okay at, 
but end up in last place. Flubs, snafus, anything. Get knocked down a bit, and suddenly, you’re 
an international celebrity. Alert the press. People can’t stop talking about everything having 


anything to do with you. 


“When I was young, I went through an ‘artist’ phase. Real artists hate people like that, 
but it can be an important tool for some people, can help with the difficult process of growing as 


a person. I won’t bore you with all that prattle. But the point is that, as a ‘member of the scene,’ 
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I was privy to all the hot gossip. No need to hide your envy. And what I quickly realized was, 
the way you get to be talked about as an artist wasn’t by making good work. Good work would 
be discussed some, would eventually, very slowly, lead to a good reputation. People would like 
it, yes. But they wouldn’t talk about it. And in something like art, the important thing, ‘career- 
wise,’ is to be talked about. To achieve this, you can try to be sensational, but somebody will 
always outdo you, until the winner of the sensationalism contest is such a radioactive feces 
dumping pit that nobody wants to be within a hundred miles anymore. That’s a chumps’ game. 
No, at least short-term, the real way to take up folks’ conversation real estate is to be a flagrant 
disaster as both a person and an artist. Not to succeed at being offensive, but to fail in a 


generally offensive manner. 


Make real bad art. But don’t leave it at that, or you’ve wasted your time. When you’re 
brought to the chopping block during one of those marathon critiquing sessions that training and 
trained artists sado-masochistically submit themselves and their peers to, and the more sensible 
people in the room call you out on your bullshit, fling that bullshit at ‘em, and really put your 
throwing arm into it. Make a scene. Make the professors fantasize about suicide to escape the 
possibility of ever having to deal with another little fuck-boy clown like you. Make the students 
question why they’re doing this, if people like you can also do it. And don’t let up or give an 
inch. Drink some shitty energy drinks beforehand so your energy won’t flag. Develop a nice 
palsy. Turn your brain off. Pretend that you believe in your work. Be as much of a failure in 


critique as you are in the studio. And pretty soon, you’ll be the talk of the town. 


“Talking about someone better than them makes people feel like a follower. That’s okay, 


as long as the person’s dead or otherwise out of the picture. But one of their peers? Forget about 
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it. But how about talking about someone who’s worse than them? That makes folks feel like a 


leader.” 


Dinklidge finally sat back down on his stool, looking at the barkeep with naked 


incredulity. “Well. Thanks for not boring me with all that prattle.” 


“Am I not on to something?” The barkeep leaned his wavy head forward. “It’s disaster, 
and last-place failure, that provides the most fascination, if only people could see it. But that 
kind of thing is hard to exploit. Well, my benevolent employer Mr. Dagwood seemed to 
perceive, at some point, that victory was becoming dull, that there was little future in it. Perhaps 
this understanding was only ever instinctual, ‘subconscious’ if you like. In any case, it appears 
to be there, and to be very genuine, even if good Dagwood isn’t the most adept at expressing 
things, or even of thinking about very much. And I know of another here, who knows the value 


of failure, and of disaster.” 


The barkeeps’ head slowly, subtly swiveled in the general direction of Francseezie and 


her lackies. 


Dinklidge turned, faux-casual. They were at a little table near a corner, ordering drinks 
from a pretty young waitress that must have materialized from some crevice he hadn’t been 
aware of. Right now, he realized, he was careless. He would need to get himself in crispier 
shape, take account of more details, more subtleties in the environs of this resort and its 
surroundings. The Francseezie crew had the look of decadent indolence he’d seen on many 
young people of family-derived means. He knew that, in reality, many of them were highly 
capable criminals. Sand, appearing to the eye of Dinklidge and ‘normal fellas’ like him as little 


more than a skinny fop, was actually one of the most brilliant importer-exporters in the entire 
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quadrant, human or otherwise. And he wasn’t the only one with a convincing, and meticulously 


legitimate, day job. 


He turned back to the barkeep, keeping his voice soft, steady, casual. “Say, friend, that’s 
just dandy. By the by, what can you tell me about those folks over there? If it’s not too much to 


ask?” His expression remaining stagnant, his eyes contracted into twin laser-point death scopes. 


“Those guys? Oh, I don’t know if I should talk about other resort guests.” The barkeep 
allowed an outer face tentacle to twirl around briefly. “I will say that I consider them good 


personal friends, on a certain level.” 


This guy really knew how to bust Dinklidges’ balls. He felt like his head was going to 
explode. The octopoid drink slinger had his blood pressure climbing at a steady and alarming 
clip. He couldn’t have another drink, really couldn’t, not even a light beer. Two strong drinks 
was already asking for it. Mother fucking shit God damn, he shouldn’t have ever had any drinks 
in the first place. He should have never had a drink in his life. Now he felt more compassion, 
real compassion, for people who were tempted by the horrible demon of alcoholism. If 


Dinklidge was going to fall down that pit, it might be this barkeep that did it to him. 


“Hey, good buddy,” he said, smiling, his voice remaining studiously level, making a 
titanic effort to keep himself from gritting his teeth. “I hear that withholding info about crime or 
criminals is a pretty good way to land in an asteroid dungeon, ya know? So if you can get 
around to it, and I mean, really get around to it, like right now, if ya wouldn’t mind, please, I 
need and sorta demand and insist upon all the intel you could possibly have on those characters 


over there, so I don’t have to, I don’t know, maybe come back later and arrest you.” Dinlidge 
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let out a nervous laugh. “So give it over. I’m serious.” He maintained his smile. His mouth 


was dry and his head ached. 


“People love talking about disasters.” The barkeep seemed not to have heard. 


“You're busting my balls here, buddy.” Now Dinklidge was gritting his teeth and there 


was nothing he could do about it. 


“I know. People love talking about, love looking at disasters. Aint it funny? I’m just a 


humble barkeep. But I smell disasters coming. What do you think?” 


“T think I know when to cash my chips in.” Dinklidge looked slightly sick. “Pull me a 


soda water and I’Il cred up.” 


“Sure thing.” The barkeep pulled the soda water with totally efficient movements. 
Dinklidge tiredly pulled out his cred extruder, tapped the proper amount in the general direction 
of the counters’ databank. There was a friendly ding. The barkeep nodded with an air of 


profound satisfaction. “Enjoy your stay.” 


Yeah, right. Dinklidge hated to leave it at this, revealing his threatening posture as 
empty, but it was plain that this guy had the know-how to see through such things. There was no 
point pursuing this avenue. It was a dead end. In espionage and detective work, one had to have 
a 100% keen nose for spotting dead ends. He swiveled. The Francseezie crew was still 
lounging, chatting away like merry little jaybirds. Their type could chat the night away, talking 
nonstop without ever running out of things to say, or saying much of anything, for that matter. 
So carefree. Free of the cares of other people, of the consequences of their actions. He hated it, 
hated that destructive freedom. What good did it bring? What good could ever come of it? All 


that it led to, in this case, according to his files and his peer-reviewed research (which still 
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somehow couldn’t make a conviction stick, God damn it,) was thieving. Thieving just for the 
thrill of it, by people who could buy most anything. Making honest folks’ lives a little harder, 


while they lived it up. 


Somebody would have to clean that up. Somebody always had to clean that up. 


He got up, putting on his tourist face. Strolled towards the group. His synthetic 
moustache was impeccable. They’d never see through it. “Oh goodness — hello, I hope this isn’t 


too obnoxious, but are you Jaylo Francseezie?” 
“Jaybo Francseezie,” Jaybo said with a smile. 


“Oh Lordy, I knew I would mess it up. My two daughters just always talk about you. 
They think you’re the best... Would you excuse me? I have to use the restroom, I'll be right 


back.” 


“Of course, dear.” 


When he got back, they were gone without a trace. 


Night came. Dinklidges’ room was comfy, well appointed, all that could be desired. But 
undeniably, it was generic. He had turned off all the lights. The soft glow of the lovely 
planetoid borealis filtered into the drab indoor darkness. The sight of the wavering colors over 
the riotous marsh at night was transfixing. He had gotten his fill of it within two minutes — a 
long time by Dinklidge standards. Now, he wanted to sleep. He lay there, and it occurred to him 
that the line that annoying barkeep had given him about ginseng tea might not have been such 


baloney after all. He wasn’t drifting off immediately, but he also didn’t need to go to the 
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bathroom already. He had released a hefty load of fluid back there, when he had missed his 
quarry. But “missed” wasn’t quite right. In a way, it was perfect. His disguise was spotless, but 
you also had to really sell that you were a harmless civilian. He would never have thought up the 
idea of doing something as seemingly inept, for a detective, as needing to wizz at an important 
juncture. It was pretty damn convincing. That was what you called establishing a persona. He 
imagined that if he could get close to Francseezie again, she might be reasonably unguarded in 


any social engaging. 


Or maybe his brain was just sleep-deprived. The hyper-flight had been long and dull, and 
he could never rest on those cramped passenger class jumper-crafts. Now, though, he was 
finding himself relaxing, feeling himself able to let go of the innumerable small mental nags that 
weighed on his mind with a cumulative dark force, like a solid ton of ticks mounded tumor-esque 
upon the back of a mighty but elderly metal rhino. There wasn’t much blood, but the oil that ran 
through this rhino brain would suffice. Now, those little bastards were coming off like falling 


autumn leaves under the cool blue flame of restfulness. And Dinklidge exhaled. 


And he dreamt. 


There was a glistening void. What can make a void glisten? Is it some uncouth 
potentiality, some unwieldy fate? Is this a leading question? In any case, the void glistened. 
Voids have no shape, yet they are never “flat”. Does this not speak to their implicit 
potentialities? He thought it might. But he couldn’t be sure. He didn’t have a lot of experience 
with that sort of thing. At least, not that he knew of. He found the glistening both frightening 


and comforting. In other words, it tantalized. 
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Within the void, countless people came into view. Had they always been there? 
Were they newly created at this exact moment? Perhaps, within the uncompromising void-logic, 
there was no real difference. The people, naked, with skin almost the very same color as the 
void itself, swarmed, squirmed, let vent their soundless cries of primordial life force. It was a 
horrible, incredible sight. They moved in their masses, aimless, yet synchronized. The void- 
stricken, void-dwelling hordes of the ages roiled around there. What made them roil? Why did 


they exist? 


The Dink saw the people. And he saw something unique for him, something that 
presented itself in a way he usually didn’t visualize. He now saw all those countless life forms 
as tetrominos, endlessly rotating to-and-fro. And he hated it. It was absolutely ridiculous. Who 
could see things in such a silly way? Only someone unhealthily obsessed with the game of 
Tetris. Someone with barely any perspective. Was this how Dagwood, that canny proprietor, 
saw the world? Surely not. He looked forward to meeting the man. He hoped the old player 
would have more sense than to view people as simple blocks to be moved about at will. But then 


again, these tetrominos weren’t without a certain vital sense of subtle independence. 


They spun. They spun in a mad attempt at freedom. And Dink didn’t know if 
they could attain it, as blocks. He wasn’t sure there was freedom in a system, even one so 
random, that had such limited scope. Was there real freedom here? Was there that possibility? 
They were just turning, these blocks, to the left, to the right. To the right. To the left. Same 
shape, only four different directions, or two. Or one. The square piece couldn’t even rotate. 
Where was the freedom in that? All it could do was descend, descend into the fathomless void, 
and position itself slightly to either side. But the void was limitless. There was no sign of a 


bottom. And there was no sign, to Dinks’ mind, of freedom. There was just no sign of it. 
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Was this what it was like, to be a competitor, always chasing a high score? There 
could be play styles, certainly. But they had only as much value as the point value they allowed 
one to accrue. When a more efficient strategy came along, that was the end of the “style”. Was 
this how gamers viewed the world? What kind of warped perspectives did esports inculcate? 
And Dink realized that there was realism within this warped perspective. We were all, at some 
point, slaves to efficiency. In detective work, he had to do what was getting results. It didn’t 
matter if he liked it or not. Even in something as seemingly free as music, the player had to have 
a high degree of discipline. If everything they played was totally random, it wouldn’t create a 
sound of freedom. On the contrary, it would sound muddy, generic, actually less free, in that it 
struck the ear in much the same way as any other random assortment of sounds. Order, by itself, 
was not the automatic antithesis of freedom. Total chaos was not, by itself, freedoms’ automatic 


ally. 


The question of what freedom, then, actually was, weighed on the sleeping mind 
of the Dink, a mind already so unused to such musings. Any sort of objective that freedom could 
have, was a stricture. Yet pure chaos was no sort of freedom. Was true freedom... the freedom 


to grow? 


Grow into what? 


The thoughts crowded, almost blocking out the sight of the spinning piece-folk. 
They descended into the shimmering black like clunky autumn leaves, rotating in their 
unguessable millions. Were these the gamers, the esports enthusiasts? Or did the sight represent 
all of sentient life? They spun, and a wild flute played from somewhere in the distance. Dink 
expected that uncouth playing to chill his blood, to chill him to the marrow, with its wild 


abandon. 
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But it didn’t chill him. In fact, to be honest, he found the playing kinda nice. 


He dreamt, even as his mind slipped deeper into sleep. This was deep dreaming, on a 
level he wasn’t used to. Now he saw something, and he didn’t know whether or not it was real. 
Was he remote viewing in his sleep? If so, it would be totally unprecedented. He doubted it. 


But his sleeping mind made a heavy effort to note down all the goings-on, just in case. 


It was the depths of the exotic marshlands, with the magnificent strange 
constellations glittering overhead, lending their cold light to the massive blue-budded flowers 
that wound their thick stems out of the pristine waters, the great jumbles of spiral greenery from 
which colorful tongues constantly emerged to grab at the hordes of quaintly luminous sky 
buzzers, a dazzling variety of nocturnal sights all around. The wild noises of the night were 


abundant. Yet one noise reigned over all. 


It was the buzz of a mini-fusion craft, a clean little fan boat with luxurious 
waterproof cushion lining, blasting across the waters at dangerous speed. It stayed clear of all 
the outcroppings, but Dink fully expected it to inadvertently hit and kill some endangered natural 
wonder, if it hadn’t already. Of course, he knew that all the bio-specimens of the island would 
be stored in a ready-retrievable database, but still... though the machines to replicate lifeforms 
were amazingly efficient these days, the work of actually reintroducing one into the ecosystem 
could be time-consuming, painstaking. The craft wasn’t noisy because of the engine. Its 
passengers were blaring some happy, summer-y, obnoxious popular music into the depths of the 
majestic night, making Dink fear for their level of cultural education. We are letting our kids 


down, he reflected. It was a jazzy little number, part of a continual, jazzy playlist, and the three 
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boaters were leaned back laughing and having an apparently jazzy time. The boat seemed to be 
on auto, but every now and then a lithe figure would reach over and adjust the fan steering 


mechanism this way or that. 


Dink saw that it was, indeed, Sand Mathersis doing this adjusting, and that the boaters 
were indeed the group he had nearly caught at the table back in the drinking lounge. Jaybo 
Francseezie was naturally seated centrally on the largest cusions, chuckling heartily at everything 
that was said, laughing merrily at most things, guffawing raucously at many. The other member, 
Dink was honestly surprised he hadn’t recognized while he was awake. It was none other than 
Beauf Pinkly, that diminutive enigma who dabbled in insurance sales, but was thought to be one 
of the most cunning racketeers of the quadrant. His coiffure was impeccable as it was 
preposterous, rising up in dandy swirls like some monstrosity in meringue. Other than this 
factor, he had an incognito appearance, until one looked closer. It was clear by his squinted, 
almost tearful eyes, that he was having the time of his life. As for Sand, that devilish rascal, he 
was the primary offender in this three-penny thrill ride, shouting and pouting, jumping and 
jiving, and carrying on as if he were performing for a live studio audience. The craft skimmed 
along the surface, slight anti-grav giving it the hovering maneuverability that enthusiasts loved. 
Now, they were passing a particularly majestic tower of polychromatic flowers, like some 
fantasy castle on the star-glistening water. And they were singing to the music. They were 


singing along, knowing the words by heart. 


Criminals. Criminals. Criminals. Criminals. Criminals. Criminals. 


CRIMINALS. 
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Dagwood lay on his stale cot. Few thoughts crossed his dreary, weary mind. He couldn’t 
easily fall asleep. Perhaps a visit down to the drinking hole, a small glass of orange juice and a 
nice soda water. All in moderation, of course, so he didn’t need to get back up and go to the 
bathroom, potentially putting him back at square one. No. Hold that thought. He suspected that 
if he could hold out a little longer without getting up, he could sneak into slumberland through 


the back door. It had worked before. Sneak in right when they think they’ve got you locked out. 


And it worked again. He was asleep and dreaming, but even in slumber, his 
dreary weariness persisted. He needed more variety in his life, he decided. It was past time for a 
new hobby or something, other than just Tetris. He was frankly kinda sick of it. Playing Tetris 
was like having a shower to him at this point. Relaxing, perfunctory. Routine. Right now, there 
just wasn’t enough going on. He didn’t remember what motivated him to make any of the life 
decisions that had gotten him here. It was as if he was living someone else’s life, a passenger in 


his own skin. 


Now, in his dreaming mind, he seemed to be floating over the marshland waters, 
towards some passengers in the night outside. They were passengers on a boat. A fan boat, a 
slick little model. There was that wealthy mavin, Jaybo, with two of her posse. They were 
cruising along, listening to some shitty popular music, and having a blast. Good for them. The 
resort was here to bring people fun. As long as they didn’t hit any plants or animals, or hurt 


themselves or anyone else, he hoped they rode around ‘til they were blue in the face. 


After a moment, he realized that he wasn’t the only astral projection around. A 
short ways off, keeping pace with the craft, was a decidedly darker, heavier dream-presence. 
That presence seemed unimpressive at first. But as Dagwood looked closer at it, tuning out the 


blaring music and the raucous giggling happening on the boat, he found it to be slightly hair- 
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raising. There was a harsh pulse of pugnacious strife spearing out from there. With each pulse, 


he could identify a single word, pronounced over the roiling psychic din. 


Criminals. Criminals. Criminals. Criminals. Criminals. Criminals. 


CRIMINALS. 


And out on the water, Jaybo Francseezie, Sand Mathersis, and Beauf Pinkly were, in fact, 


cruising along on a hovered-out fan boat with luxury upholstery and a bangin’ sound system. 


“Okay guys, I can’t believe you wanna do this!” shouted Beauf. 


“Yeah,” declared Sand, “well we definitely do wanna do this. Right?” He looked 


over at Jaybo. 


She nodded. “Right.” She looked at Beauf. “You in?” 


Laughing with ecstatic hysteria, Beauf nodded, his mouth open in a full-toothed 


grin. “Ye-e-e-e-s!!” 


It was infectious. As the autopilot program steered the craft out into the most 
open part of the water, with unknown stars twinkling down on the trio in full unabashed 
radiance, they began to laugh together, to experience that unbridled ecstatic hysteria together, 
and they laughed, and laughed, and said “YES!” and “We are sooooo doing this” and other such 
things, affirmations of their audacious criminal enterprise, an audacity which increased their 
thrilled ecstasy with the knowledge that this could be the last hurrah, that if they slipped up, this 
evening could be a rare final memory of a time in their lives which any cognizant onlooker might 


envy. It was a gamble, no doubt. That made it all the sweeter. 
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At that time, the die were cast. And nothing could ever be the same. 


In the twinkling void of deep dreamspace, Dagwood faced his inscrutable octopoid 


barkeep. “I feel like I could use a vacation,” he said. 


“I’m glad you recognize that.” The barkeeps’ tendrilled face waved languidly 
from side to side. “We can all use a little refreshment of the scenery from time to time. It’s easy 
to lose track of things, lose focus. You’ve done right by the resort for space-years now. It might 


not be my place, but may I make a suggestion, boss?” 


“Shoot.” 


“When given the opportunity, I think you should do the crime. I might be wrong, 


but I feel that it could lead to wonderful opportunities.” 


“Ts this your scrying ability again?” Dagwood gazed at the barkeep with quiet 


intensity. “You know that something is gonna happen, don’t you?” 


“Many things are always happening in this kookie place we call a universe. Yeah, 
I’ve been scrying. But I don’t wanna say too much. Can’t risk accidentally causing a really 


promising potentiality to collapse in on itself.” 


Dagwood shook his head. “Boy howdy. You’re too full of secrets to be believed, 
too full of wonderment not to. I don’t think any of us could begin to guess at a tenth part of your 


crazy knowledge. How old are you?” 


“Wouldn’t you like to know.” 
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“Yeah. Yes, I really would. Or what you may have witnessed. I bet it doesn’t 


seem all that special to you.” 


“T wouldn’t say that. I’ve paid witness to some splendid things, some legendary 
things. But it is true that I often missed out on the greatest parts. And there’s a lot out there. 
There’s more than could ever be guessed at by one lying around at home, or cooped up in some 
office, or slumped in some bar. The way that we are, we gravitate towards the lethargic over 
time, small entropy engines. Life is a force of destruction. I have to say that, in my ultimate 


madness, I truly do love it.” 


“You exquisite son of a bitch.” 


The barkeep dropped his head. “Now, don’t butter me up. All things are 
possible, but I have the distinct feeling that we’ll be seeing each other in the future. Not that you 
have any remote need of me. We just seem to have similar inclinations, similar auras. There’s 
only one piece of advice I want to give, one which you’re fully capable of finding for yourself. 


But I might save you some time.” 


“T wanna hear it. And talk to me any time. I consider it an enjoyment, regardless 


of whether I might need you or not.” 


The barkeep nodded. “Just remember, Mantises are always assholes. In a 
universe where generalizations are almost always dangerous, you can be guaranteed that any 
Mantis, in any corner of any galaxy and beyond, is an asshole. That doesn’t mean they’re always 
bad people, but dealing with them is never preferable, and almost always a major hassle. 


Hopefully you won’t need that advice, but it’s good to be on your toes, just in case.” 
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Dagwood nodded. The image of the barkeep faded. It was a time of 
potentialities. A point of departure. Then, forgetting all, the mind of the Tetris master drifted off 


into the healing inner oblivion of the deepest sleep. 


And a new day dawned. And things continued at the resort, much as usual. The various 
commercial stations throughout the premises opened for business. People checked out. Later, 
people checked in. There was some hubbub over the possibility of getting a hot new fungous 
hyperjazz quartet. The fragrant flavor-blossoms were stale, so the water in the lobby had to be 
plain. The day dragged on as usual. But there was a change in the air. It was almost 


imperceptible. A slight tension. 


The evening came. A Merriweather day-night cycle was a bit shorter than a 
standardized space day. It worked well for most species. Meant you could fit one more 
evenings-worth of entertainment into a standard space-week getaway. Dink went to the lounge, 
tolerating the philosophizing of the barkeep, getting nothing but a ginseng tea. There was no 
sign of the Francseezie possie. Dagwood, industrious as ever, finished up early as usual, went 
back and played Tetris as usual. Jaybo, Sand and Beauf had been in a mini-submarine all day, 
looking at the weird and funky lifeforms under the water. By evening they were pooped out, and 


lounging in their suite, watching holofilms. Room service delivered hot soups. 


Sand flipped through a hotel events pamphlet as he sipped the flavorful broth. 


“Heyyy. Says here that there’s a late night dance tonight in the main lounge.” 


“Sounds boring and stupid,” said Beauf. 


“Oh yeah?” Jaybo looked intrigued. “Try not boring and stupid.” 
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“Try boring and stupid.” 


“T cast the deciding vote,” said Sand, between soup slurps, “‘and I say that it might 


or might not be boring and stupid, but we should check it out anyway.” 


“Tt’s settled,” said Jaybo. 


“Why do you get to cast the deciding vote?” Beauf looked peevish. 


“Oh my God. That’s just how ties work, okay? They get to get broken by 


someone. It doesn’t matter who it is.” 


“That’s stupid.” 


“No it isn’t. I’m gonna wear my fancy shoes that I got.” 


“Ah. Okay, so that’s what this is about.” 


“Yes. Exactly.” Sand smiled broadly, glad everyone was at last on the same 
page. 


“Well,” said Jaybo, “I think it’s unlikely that anyone worth mentioning will be 


there. But that doesn’t mean it’s impossible.” 


“Yeah,” said Sand, “it’s even possible your little boyfriend will be there.” 


“Oh. Oh my God. What did you just say?” 


“Ts he talking about that Tetris guy?” asked Beauf. 


“Uh-huh,” said Sand. 
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“Oh my God,” said Jaybo, reiterating the absurdity of the notion that Dagwood 
could be considered her “little boyfriend.” And at the contemplation of this silliness, the suite 


broke into delighted chuckling. 


Four well-dressed Nebular Toads were playing cosmic jazz. It was the house band, the 
Saarcogie Quartet. Their slow, rhythmically deliberate playing had a sense of dignity. A fifth 
Nebular Toad dominated the sparse dance floor. Jaybo had no way of telling if there was a 
familial resemblance. It was possible he hadn’t ever met the band. He was a big, wide fellow, 
even by Nebular Toad standards, and his flower-encrusted tuxedo made quite an impression. 
Dancing by himself, as at least half the other dancers were, he swayed to the rhythm, circling 
around the center of the floor, lazy and inebriated, yet with a sense of pomp, an emperor 
presiding over an obscure court. Swaying, swaying, seemingly very much in his own dance 
universe. He circled, and he swayed, and the flowers that encrusted his evening-wear were 


cryptic night blooms, all the more sorcerous for their deceptive appearance of commonness. 


Jaybo watched this swaying dancer, emissary from a central region of dapper 
delirium. She watched the other dancers circling, satellites to this uncouth sun, some solo, some 
in all sorts of couplings, mostly aging. Dancers like ghosts from a time all too familiar. They 
swayed, perhaps less uninhibited than their sun, but nonetheless to the same basic rhythm, or a 
near approximation. She scoped out the snack spread- long folding tables with cheap red 
tablecloth, cookies, punch, buds and blossoms, writhing-fresh calamari, a waffle station. The 
ballroom was under a cool, melancholy low light. Like the rest of the resort, it was built upon a 


fairly generic design. Yet the old-fashioned feelings were stronger here, strong enough to break 


1105 


free from the sterility, to float above the neutrality and impose their own, bold nostalgic flavor. 


Oh, the melancholy. The melancholy. 


It was a melancholy that stretched through eons. This was the melancholy of a 
loneliness that didn’t, that couldn’t accept loneliness, that revered only the glamour of the 
illusion of constant companionship and dashing socialization. It was like a thousand smelly 
dogs, wild unsupervised mutts, free to roam the land, yet determined to be leashed and bathed, to 
be made into pedigree poodles. The philosophy of the poodle. But that was a small part of it. It 
was much, much more than just that. For, what higher organism doesn’t desire companionship? 
What higher organism doesn’t desire romance? This was not just romance, but the thing that 
gave romance its name. The longing was for none other than Romance. And in sucha 
seemingly trivial setting as a resort ballroom, the hearts of the people beat to the rhythm of 
Legend. This was the Longing, and it created a stream of melancholy that swept up everything 


in its path. 


Now, Jaybo found herself caught in the current. She remembered her youth, the 
sheltered existence. Remembered tap classes. But there was no place for tap dancing here. The 
jazzy mood set by Saarcogie was almost stately. It was a fine mood for ghosts, and for people. 
She saw these people, who, just like her, had nowhere else better to be. Where did they all come 
from? She could become one of them in a heartbeat. In a real and pertinent sense, she was one 
already. And she realized. Realized, with a clear and firm conviction, that she had to steal that 


gravitron. The question was, what was she even gonna do with it once she had it? 


Oh, there were a thousand possibilies. She put the matter from her mind — that 
wasn’t the main point. There were always possibilities. It was at this time that she noticed the 


quiet evil that lurked throughout the ballroom. 
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And it was at this time that the Dink found himself wandering into the ballroom. 
He stood on the outskirts of the dancefloor, observing. What a sad, sorry sight. Saggy old folks 
slumping around to second-rate cosmic jazz. The scene cemented some ill-defined prejudice he 
had had towards this resort ever since he first set foot on the planetoid. A haunt for sentimental 
old slobs who fancied themselves ballroom dancers. He determined to never end up in sucha 
softly putrescent state. He cased the joint. Good. The Francseezie posse was here. He would 
gravitate towards them, acting nervous. Perhaps a cookie or two was in order. But no punch. 
The probability it was spiked was through-the-roof. He ambled towards the refreshments, 
skirting the dancefloor. There was a smell about this place. But it wasn’t the desperation he had 
been expecting to whiff. Instead, it was a magic nostalgia, a bouquet of golden memories. And 


it almost made him even sicker. 


Dagwood walked into the ballroom. He couldn’t relax in his cramped quarters. 
He needed something to occupy his mind. He felt bad for the employees, since he knew his 
presence would make them nervous in what was supposed to be a cushy evening gig, but 
hopefully they would soon realize he wasn’t planning to get on their case. There were always 
minor things that could be improved, and finding them wasn’t an attack on anybody. He walked 
around, hands behind his back, his formal supervisor tux lending his sleepy-eyed gaze an air of 
cool authority it would never have otherwise. Things seemed to be in order. Not too many 
dancers, but certainly more than enough to justify the minor expenditure that these evenings cut 
out of the company checkbook. The refreshments were all fairly cheap. He considered 
consulting to see if they couldn’t be spruced up slightly without adding too much to the price. A 
possible driver of interest, like having samples out at a grocery store. The band was doing great 


as always, playing at a tempo that was perfect for the more geriatric of the rug-cutters, without 
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making it seem too deliberate, like they were humoring anyone. He was biased, anyway. He 
loved all the old cosmic jazz standards. He closed his eyes for a moment, letting the music wash 


over him. The song wound to a close, and he thrust his peeper-lids open again. 


And there, on the verge of the dancefloor, Jaybo and Dagwood were facing one 


another. 


Dagwood was certain he could never be with someone like Jaybo. She must have 
been about half his age. He’d tried to date younger women, found that it never worked. Her life 
experience was wildly different, but there was nothing wrong with getting to know people from 
different backgrounds, with different outlooks. That was a way to expand ones’ own horizons. 
But it was the background of lazy wealth that Dagwood couldn’t connect with. He’d known 
such people before, and even if they weren’t all bad, he couldn’t form a bond with that mindset. 
All his life, he’d worked himself to the bone as a matter of course. It was the only way he knew. 
Now, standing there, he felt a distinct impossibility of romantic love forming between him and 
this girl. But there was another bond, a bond that he couldn’t identify, had never experienced. 
And somehow, he was finding it much more exciting, at this moment, than anything else he 


could imagine. What was this mad feeling that tugged at him? 


Jaybo looked at the crusty old guy before her, and smiled. Romance? HA! Not 
likely. With an aging gamer, who allowed himself to be cooped up in a place like this all space- 
year ‘round? That could be fine for some folks. It for-sure wasn’t what she was looking for 
right now, or at any time she could envision. And he had zero sense of style, but not in a 
reassuringly reliable way — more just in a kinda bland way. No, the attraction that she felt to this 


old rogue had nothing to do with romance, or anything quite like it. And what thrilled and 
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intrigued her, was that she felt sure — unaccountably sure — that the guy felt much the same way 


about her. 


“Good evening, madame,” said Dagwood, surprising himself with his lack of 


desire to ask about her stay. “Would you care to dance?” 


“Why, that would be lovely, thank you.” Her eyes twinkled. 


And the music started back up again. 


It was a slow-jiving space number. From just beside the refreshment area, the 
Dink gawked, a piece of cookie hanging from the side of his mouth. Son of a bitch. Was that 
Dagwood, dancing with Jaybo Francseezie? He’d hardly turned his back, and the hyperjet- 
setting fiend was making contact with her probable mark. Had that chump really been seduced 
so easily? He stopped himself. He was making assumptions, based on what he knew of the 
woman’s character, or rather lack thereof. It could be that the Tetris man was more complicit 
right out the gate than anyone had suspected. Yeah... there was something a little too knowing 
in that guys’ expression. It wasn’t the look of an indifferent operator, but nor did it seem like 
that of a full-blown chump. Come to think of it, Dink couldn’t think of a time, in all his space- 
years of investigating, that he’d seen anyone else with an expression quite like that on Dagwood 


right now. And that spelled trouble. Big, big, big big trouble. 


And they danced. Hand in hand, like old partners, Dagwood and Jaybo spun 
around the squeaky-clean resort dancefloor in perfect harmony. Soon, they were rotating in sync 
with the great galloping Nebular Toad, who, for all his evident inebriation, seemed a tireless 
dancer, and now made perfect adjustments to his motions, warmly welcoming his new dancing 


allies without ever needing to glance in their direction. Soon, nearly everyone else in the hall 
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was looking in their direction, positive that they were witnessing the budding of a hot new 
romance. The music swung. Man, it really swung. And the people pointed and giggled. 
Seasoned old veterans allowed themselves slight blushes. Sand and Beauf shared the most 
cryptic and diabolical of glances. The Dink could only watch. And feeling those hot little stares, 
knowing without a shadow of a doubt that all the old tourists thought what they were witnessing 
was love, feeling each other’s souls connect and knowing the inexpressible secret, a secret only 
they two could know, that there was no romance, but only something greater — a sort of Romance 
that they shared, without ever sharing any romance — the duo laughed, and laughed, and laughed 
as they spun and twirled and cut the rug and spun some more, creating a feedback loop in which 
the wanton laughter created a yet-more-powerful simulacrum of romantic love to the onlookers, 
who were then yet more convinced, thus creating yet more hilarity in the dancing duo, and on, 
and on, and on, and on, until it simply wasn’t supportable to laugh any harder there on the 
dancefloor without going mad, and they couldn’t quite afford to go mad, not just yet anyway, oh 
goodness, and so they expressed their mad hilarity in the only other way they could grasp onto, 
which was to whirl and twirl and wildly dance and cut the rug that much more, until the 
performance would have been lewd and wanton if there had been any romantic love, but in 
reality, it was anything but. Instead, it was transcendence, of a sort. And at that time, they both 
knew that wonderful and horrible and insane things would happen, and they would be privy to 
learnings of a tremendous privilege. They knew that they were to do something stupid, and to do 
something brilliant, all in the same breath. And they laughed, and held each other, and an older 
lady began to fan herself. If she hadn’t been so wholly misled, then she really would have had to 
fan herself, though she might not’ve understood fully why. They laughed, and Dink was fully 


lost. They’ve got me this time, he thought. No sir. I don’t get it. 
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“T know it’s stupid,” said Sand, looking frankly into Beauf’s face. “I know it’s 


completely tacky. But I can’t be left out. Come on, dance with me?” 


Beauf rolled his eyes. “Sure, I agreed to come here. Why not? You can never be 


left out of anything.” 


The music changed over. The dancefloor was cleared. Even the Nebular Toad, at 
last having gotten his fill of pure exuberance, was ready to slump by the punch bowl. Now, the 
lights dimmed, and it was only Sand and Beauf, out there by themselves in the middle of it all. 
There was an electric tingle of anticipation. The Saarcogie Quartet felt it. They knew how to 
take a cue. Without hesitation, a mad space Charleston started up then, frantically rhythmic, far 
more gusto-filled than anything that had gone before, exploding with brash and indomitable joie 
de vivre. The duo began to cut the rug, shucking and jiving like consummate pros. This was not 
the first Charleston for either one of them. In fact, it was more than just skill that was on display. 
It was pure art. The high-stepping maneuvers that occurred in those golden moments, had 
everyone in the hall that night clapping along to the beat. The band played like they seldom had 
before. A glittering spotlight shown on Sand and Beauf, moving with frantic grace unattainable 
in any dance training studio, save the Studio of Life. And Dink permitted himself one small cup 


of punch. It barely had any alcohol. He remembered nothing else of the evening. 


From the side, Jaybo whispered directly into Dagwood’s ear, “Do you wanna give 


us a tour? I’d really love to see the control room.” 


Dagwood whispered back, ““You mean where we keep the gravitron and 


everything? I’ve often thought about stealing it, you know. Those things are pretty cool.” 


“Oh,” she whispered, “perish the thought!” They broke into hysterics. 
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“Okay,” he whispered. “How ‘bout noon tomorrow? Let’s meet in the little 


drinking lounge. And don’t hesitate to bring your pals.” 


Across the round planetoid horizon, a magnificent fiery dawn spread out. The orange tint 
of the sun made for explosive skies. Dink had always been more fond of K-type sunrises than 
the typical old Earth-style G-type sunrises most holofilms used. Tradition was overrated. Now, 
the morning after, he looked out on the rippling, shimmering waters, the wild islands of verdure 
and flamboyant color sticking up defiant, spires flapping the pennants of the Empire of Flora, all 
explosive in the color of the sky, and he tried to piece things together. He felt sure he was 


running out of time. 


He studied his breakfast drink. A nutritious brown sludge that was supposedly 
keeping him mentally sharp. It wasn’t working enough. He needed to forget about establishing 
any more of a persona, not worry too much about seeming like a detective. That ship had sailed. 
He had been right there, so damnably close, and that brazen vixen had just moved directly in on 
her quarry, right in front of him. It was clear she was getting to where she wanted to go, and 
doing so without any delay. He needed to locate her, keep an eye on her. What would she be up 
to today? It occurred to him that he could get a good view of the hall to the lobby by sitting in 
the drinking lounge. That had to be the most frequented avenue in the resort, or close to it. 
Whatever she and her posse might be up to, they were almost sure to use it at some point. He 
could bring a book, pretend to read, and sit there, at least until about noon, while he thought. If 
this assignment was a bust, what might it mean for his career? He had many good space-years of 
action ahead of him. Hell, he was practically in his prime, as detectives went. He couldn’t give 


up this early. 
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He told himself such stuff. But there was another thought, a mind-worm 
wriggling at the back of things. He couldn’t quite get at it. The word “career” rang hollow in his 
mind. And there were feelings, feelings that he vaguely associated with irresponsible youth, but 


that, the way he was experiencing them now, seemed to have nothing to do with age. 


The feelings wouldn’t go away. And they were frightening him. 


He slurped up the rest of his health sludge, the tedium of the flavor causing him a 
slight twinge. He belched, a miserable, watery old-guy belch. He got up, left the balcony. 
Strolled. Sauntering down the hall with watery morning bleary-eyes, the feelings, whatever they 
were, didn’t go away. This was the worst sort of feeling. The feeling you couldn’t identify. It 
was that dreadful fear, that old, old fear. Fear of the unknown. Here we go again. He strolled, 
seeing nobody in the hall. Had he remembered his book? Yes. It was in his hand. He looked at 
it as he walked. Self help garbage. When he was done with this assignment, he promised 
himself he would throw it away. He was annoyed at life. He felt like a teenager. But at the 
same time, he really didn’t. He was an old guy, and he was going through changes. But just like 
a teenager, he didn’t really understand what those changes were, what they would entail. He 
strolled down the hall, down, down, striding across the spotless carpeting. There was the 
drinking hole, abandoned at this early hour. A perfect, inobtrusive place to take up his post. 
Though, it might seem strange to the more skittish type, to see a guy sitting there alone, outside 
his room, yet experiencing no more company than if he were inside it, surrounded by dismal and 
lonely scenery when there was tropical magnificence right out the door. But it made no 
difference. They might be skittish, but it wasn’t against the damn law to sit in odd places. No, 
he would sit. He was decided on it. And he would pretend to read his crappy little book. For 


hours. This was what he did. This was the kind of life he had chosen for himself. At one point, 
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he had been sure it was all good, noble. Now, for whatever reason, he wasn’t so sure, wasn’t so 
sure of anything. Tedium had carved a niche where surety used to make things solid, a niche too 
large for it alone. But he had always believed there was a great value in tedium, a spiritual good 
to be found there. Why had he believed this? Had tedium betrayed him? Or had he betrayed 
himself, with tedium now coming to rescue him? Heartily annoyed at himself for posing all 


these questions he had no clear means of answering, he selected a comfortable seat. And sat. 


And no sooner had he sat down, taking up his position, than he felt a sagely 
warmth wash over him. He passed gas. He had forgotten to shower. But none of that mattered. 
He was in position. Here, he would confront his destiny. He was unreasoningly sure of it. If 
not... then what else? He had to meet his destiny, to confront it. And he knew now, that he had 
to be open-minded about it. He opened his book, glanced at the drivel penned therein. Scanned 


the pages, without letting his attention veer from the hallway. 


And waited. 


“Oh my God,” exclaimed Beauf as the trio left the room. “They all taste like grapefruit, 


but it’s actually good.” 


“T know,” said Sand. “Also, I can’t believe we almost overslept.” 


“C’mon,” said Jaybo, “let’s hurry and get to the meeting spot with Dagwood. 


Also, do you think that the Dink will try to follow us?” 
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“Good question,” said Sand. “He was definitely in the crowd last night. I saw 
him in one of his shitty disguises. I think he’s just smart enough to try it, but I definitely 


wouldn’t worry too much.” 


“Oh I’m not,” assured Jaybo. “I actually feel sorry for him. But it doesn’t pay to 
just be careless all the time. It’s less like, ‘I’m actually worried over Pierre Dinklidge himself,’ 


and more like, ‘I wanna try and be aware of everything that’s going on around us.”” 


“Totes,” Sand affirmed. 


They galloped down the stairs, gabbing merrily. Butterflies were in everyone’s 
stomachs. It was Go Time. They came to the bottom of the stairs, turned the corner to the hall 
towards the lobby, with the drinking lounge tucked away at the very end. It was a long corridor, 
but their eagle eyes picked things up rapidly. “Okay,” said Beauf before anyone else, “I see 
Dagwood there, and I also see the Dink creeping in the corner in that shitty disguise you talked 


about.” 


“Roger Wilco,” affirmed Sand. 


“Okay, guys,” said Jaybo as she strode rapidly forward, radiating a shield of 
poise. “Follow my lead, and if we end up going to jail from what I do, I promise I’Il be super- 


duper-extra-extra sorry.” 


“Oh my God,” Sand muttered loudly, “what is she gonna do?” 


The lounge was occupied by Dagwood, the Dink, a rather dumpy-looking Cyber 
Crustacean, and a human bartender in place of the octopoid guy who’d been there every time 


before. Background jazz was playing, barely audible. Leading the charge, Jaybo didn’t even 
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stop to order a drink, but strode directly up to the old Tetris master. Her smile was disarming, 


charming. “Good afternoon,” she said, “if we’re consenting not to call this morning.” 


“Feels like morning,” Dagwood agreed. “I just got here. If you want some 


orange juice or some tea, it’s on the house. Or we can just head on to our tour.” 


Without a trace of subtlety, Dink was getting up, walking towards the group. He 
faced Jaybo. “Oh, hello there! I was meaning to get your autograph or something.” He tossed 
the book he was holding into a nearby trashcan, as nonchalantly as if that were something people 
did all the time in bars. “Say, did you guys say something about a tour? I’m a big tours fan.” 


He looked more and more tired around the eyes with each word. 


“Why hello!” Jaybo smiled as if savoring a gourmet joke. “Yes, I remember you. 


Was it your niece you said had the interest in me?” 


“T think it was my two daughters,” Dink said offhandedly. 


“Wonderful. Oh, what it must be like to be a parent!” 


“Yeah, right. So can I go on the tour or am I gonna have to write a negative 
review about how you guys give preferential treatment? Customer reviews have power, ya 


know.” He looked like he might break out in sad, watery chuckling. 


“Oh,” said Jaybo, clasping her hands together, “do let my adulatory fan join us, 


Mr. Dagwood, if you would be so kind. I think it could just be grand.” 


“Yeah,” Dagwood nodded, “and I wouldn’t wanna incur the wrath of angry 


reviews. No sense losing sleep over something like that! So no orange juice then?” 


“Come on,” said Sand, “I wanna see the facilities.” 
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“Hold on,” said Beauf. “TI feel like I need a smoothie or something. We didn’t 


have much of a breakfast.” 


“T actually agree,” said Sand. “What’s your best smoothie, boss?” 


“We have a mean date shake,” said Dagwood, “if I do say so myself.” 


“Alright!” cried Jaybo. “Date shakes all around!” 


“Yeah,” said the Dink. “Sure. Why not. Date shakes all around.” 


Crowded onto an autopilot go-kart, they cruised into the subterranean depths of the resort 
facilities. They whizzed down ramp after ramp, each new floor revealing new marvels. Giant 
preserved specimens. Machines that could replicate any lifeform native to the planet in fifteen 
minutes or less. Climate control systems that previous ages could never have dreamt of. And 
endless supplies of the finest gourmet food items, preserved and ready to be presented in a 
condition virtually indistinguishable from authentic freshness. In the drivers’ seat sat Dagwood, 
keeping an eye on the control panel as he explained things, making slight adjustments here and 
there when he thought of new worthwhile destinations. Jaybo sat to his side, constantly adding 
her color commentary. In the back, the Dink was sandwiched between Sand and Beauf. It was a 


high-hip contact area. 


“What happens,” asked Dink, “if the water gets in down here? I know that must 


be a worry, even with the best structural architecture.” 


“Well you’re right,” said Dagwood, “‘and while there are nano-systems to patch 


up any leaks and alert the maintenance team immediately, we definitely don’t want it to come to 
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that. Basically, if water were to break through in any significant quantity, it would get on all the 
stuff and make everything wet. The end result would be to potentially cost us a shit-ton of 
money, depending on where it was and what it got on- which, as you can imagine, would fucking 


suck. So we try to keep it dry ‘round these parts.” 


Dink nodded sagely, as if he were a scientist at a quantum convention. 


There were scant few workers around. The tour was covering a large area. Jaybo 
was surprised that there was so much stuff underneath this one little resort, and said so. “It really 
comes down,” said Dagwood, “to us being both a resort and a sort of scientific archive for this 


planet.” 


They came to a ramp down that was blocked off by a little chain gate. The go- 
kart stopped, and Dagwood got out, leisurely, removed the chain. “Go on,” he instructed the 
kart, not needing to specify further. Sure enough, it went past the chain, but knew to wait for 
him while he put the gate back. Then he was back on, and they were descending a great concrete 
spiral ramp, with transparent glasslike walls on all sides, providing a view of the amazing 
underwater world of Merriweather. A plethora of manta ray-type lifeforms floated around them, 
seemingly fascinated by these kart interlopers. Down here were underwater plants and coral 
formations which twisted in warped forms wild and hallucinatory in a way rarely seen on the 
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surface. “Oh,” exclaimed Jaybo, “this is worth coming all the way down here for 


“You might have rented a mini-sub,” said Dagwood, “but not gotten to see all 
this. There just happens to be a particularly cool spot down here near the gravitron chamber. Of 


course, for obvious security reasons, we have to make the area off limits. It really is a shame.” 
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“Yeah,” said Sand, “we loved the mini-sub, but we didn’t find any stuff quite this 


cool!” 


“So we’re heading to the gravitron chamber?” asked Dink. “Do you think that’s 


wise?” 


“Sure it is,” said Dagwood. “Why, what are you afraid might happen?” 


“T wanna see a real life gravitron!” bubbled Jaybo. 


“Degeneracy,” said Dink. 


“°Scuse me?” asked Dagwood. 


“Nothing,” said Dink sullenly. 


They descended. It became darker. “Why is it so far down?” asked Dink. 


“From what I’ve heard,” said Dagwood, “it works better and uses less energy if it 
isn’t near other things that might send out wavelengths which could cause interference. It has 
tech that easily filters interference, but that process apparently uses up more energy. I guess 


building an area like this for it is supposed to pay for itself eventually in energy costs.” 


“T think it’s ridiculous,” said Sand, “that the International Consortium is still stuck 
on systems of monetary currency. I mean, it’s one of the worst civilized methods of doing 


things!” 


“Here, here,” agreed Beauf. “We have the levels of advancement needed to put 
away the monetary way of thinking for good! Why have we actually reverted back to this 


primitive method?” 
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“Guys,” said Jaybo, “you are gonna embarrass me if you keep talking nothing but 


politics.” 


“No, no,” said Dagwood, “I see where you’re coming from. Monetary systems 
have an appeal to most sentient lifeforms in that they have an intuitive illusion of simplicity 
about them. Still, if we could just establish that they often create more problems than they 


solve...” 


“Bah,” said Dink. “When are we getting to the damn gravitron?” 


“Why, speak of the Devil!” Dagwood grinned. “We’re almost there.” 


At the end of the spiral ramp, a hatch automatically slid open. Outside was a 
blue-blackness. They were at the very bottom, the marsh floor, where only the heartiest and 
most nocturnal creatures dwelt. The go-kart zipped down the final stretch of ramp, into a 
spacious and well-lit circular chamber that didn’t look much different from the generic facilities 
up above. Around the sides were both instrument panels and crates of unknown supplies. In the 
center, on a pedestal, an orb floated. The kart pulled up to the pedestal, slowing to a halt. 


“Everyone can step out now,” said Dagwood, “if you wanna get a load of a real-life gravitron.” 


It was a shining orb, a solid baby blue in color at all of its points. It floated a few 
centimeters above the round pedestal. On the center of the pedestal, directly below the gravitron, 
was a tiny, blinking red light. Other than that, the pedestal was totally featureless sandstone. 
There was nothing on either the pedestal or the gravitron itself to give the impression of any 
mechanism, any engineering of any kind. It floated, totally still. The gang approached it, 
peering at it, in wonderment over its total simplicity of appearance, searching in vain for any 


indication of its power and value. 
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“Tt’s shiny,” observed Beauf, well-pleased at the shininess. 


“What happens,” asked Sand innocently, “if you remove it?” 


“That’s a good question,” said Dagwood. “For most gravitrons in most situations, 
there would be a dangerous transitional period of a split-second, before the system switched to 
auxiliary gravity, at enormous expense. I’ve heard of reactors that aged ten thousand space-years 
and had to be replaced, because something happened to the gravitron and they couldn’t get a new 
one within a week. Even the best fungous models aren’t totally safe. Something like that could 
bankrupt a smaller resort. I unfortunately have no solution to the enormous energy cost. But me 
and my engineers here have come up with an amazing method to prevent the dangerous gravity 
transition period, if the gravitron were to need to be removed for some reason. We hope to 


patent it soon.” 


“Oh?” The Dink was heartily intrigued. “How does that work?” 


“See those crates over there?” Dagwood motioned to the mystery crates by the 
instrument panels. “They’re full of corn. Somehow, corn has mystical properties that allow it to 
hold time in place for a barely perceptible split second. It’s hard to describe, but if I were to take 
out one, two, three, four, five ears of corn, and slowly move the gravitron off the pedestal, 
replacing it with a new ear each time I got a little farther off, until I lay down the fifth ear and 
yanked the device off the edge, instead of a gravitational stutter, the loss of gravity would 
transfer to the corn, all the kernels of which would pop simultaneously. It would still be on aux, 
which would still cost an absolute fortune, but nobody up there would know that anything had 


happened, unless they heard about it later, when the expense report.” 
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“So,” said Sand, “If you didn’t care about the cost, you could use that method and 


take the gravitron, and nobody would be endangered.” 


“Correct,” said Dagwood, wiggling his eyebrows slightly. 


“Sounds awful,” said Dink. “Think of the cost! Good thing we never need to 


worry about something like that happening.” 


“Oh, I’m not so sure,” said Dagwood. 


“Waddayamean?” asked Jaybo. 


“T was thinking it could be fun to have a demonstration.” Dagwood beamed. 


“You should see those kernels pop!” 


“Ts this for real?” Dink asked, incredulous. 


“Sure. We’re only talking like a minute max.” 


“I’m down,” said Sand. 


“Sounds pretty groovy,” said Beauf, flipping his hair. 


“Oh,” said Jaybo, “I love popcorn. How fun!” 


Dagwood strode to a crate, Dink staring daggers at his back. Presently, he was 


back, two ears of corn in his left hand, three in his right. “Let’s get poppin’,” he said. 


“Get poppin’, enthused Jaybo. 


“Assure me you’ll put the gravitron right back,” said Dink. 
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“Of course. Why do you care so much? I’m the one who foots the bill.” Laying 
down one of the ears from his right hand, Dagwood nudged the floating orb very, very slightly 


off from its center. 


The process continued as he had promised it would. His intense focus made it 
clear that there was more complexity to what he was doing than was apparent to the naked eye. 
That, or he was just acting like there was. Two, three, four ears, and he gradually shifted the orb 
towards the perimeter, looking as if he were disarming a bomb. Shift. Shift. Five ears, and he 
snatched the gravitron as a shower of popcorn instantaneously sprung into the air, mounding 
onto the pedestal. Jaybo clapped, Beauf said “Oh goodness.” Dagwood turned to his guests, 


flourishing the gravitron, which floated just beyond the surfaces of his fingertips. 


“Truth is,” he said, “corn doesn’t have any special properties. I just think that’s a 


neat trick.” 


“How is it safe to take the gravitron out then?” asked a peevish Dink. 


“What was your name again?” asked Dagwood. 


“Tt’s Potato.” 


“Oh. Odd name, never heard it before. The reason it’s safe is because we just 


have a really good auxiliary power setup.” 


“Oh. Okay.” 


“Though, now that I have it out-““ Dagwood wiggled his eyebrows- “I do admit 


that it’s kinda tempting to steal it.” 


“Eww yes,” said Jaybo. “Stealing it sounds like a fun thing to do.” 
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“Oh my God,” said Sand, “I’m not gonna act like I don’t want to steal it.” 


“No, no, no,” the Dink declaimed, in the manner of one breaking up an 
unauthorized slumber party activity. “Let’s not steal it. Let’s just put it back where it was and 


move on.” 


“T really wanna steal it,” said Jaybo. 


“Don’t steal it. Just place it back on the pedestal. Come on.” Dink was running 
out of patience. He reached his hand over towards the pedestal, began busying himself wiping 


off all the popcorn. “Set it right back- OW, damnit!” 


“Hey!” a small but canny voice came from the pile. ““Watch it!” 


Dink rapidly pulled back his hand, began sucking on a small but sharply painful 
puncture on his ring finger. “What the shit,” he muttered through his smarting appendage, “‘is in 


there?” 


There was a rustling. Popcorn was thrown to the side by small rodential hands. 
Out popped a rodential snout, and upon it, a beautiful curling and swirling horn, formed of some 
substance akin to prismatic alabaster. It seemed for all the world like it should be upon the brow 
of some tiny unicorn. The onlookers looked on in amazement as the entirety of the creature 


emerged, gazing back at them with sharp, more-than-intelligent eyes. 


“Sweet jumping Jesus-crackers,” said Sand. “My old meemaw told me fireside 


tales of Unicorn Rats. I never thought I’d actually see one.” 
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“Well,” said the Unicorn Rat, about the height of a fair-sized Metastoat now that 
he was fully upright, “You’re looking at one now. Pleased to exceed your expectations. Name’s 


Mario Botticelli. Neureaucrat by trade. And I have to thank you for getting me outta there.” 


“Outta where?” asked Dagwood. He looked down at the gravitron. The glow had 


faded. Now, it looked like a cheap glass ornament. 


“That thing you’re looking at. How did you know that corn would have the 


expansive properties to overstretch the planar entrapment skin? Are you a scientist?” 


“T didn’t know anything,” confessed Dagwood. “Indeed, I still don’t. Perhaps 


now more than ever.” 


“You mean,” said Dink, “‘you hadn’t ever tried that trick before just now?” 


Dagwood shrugged. “Nope. I just heard it would work from someone. It mighta 


been that old octopoid barkeep who told me about it.” 


“Why, then,” asked Dink, “are there crates full of corn down here?” 


“Hey.” Dagwood shrugged again. “We gotta store it somewhere.” 


“Gentlemen,” the Unicorn Rat politely interrupted. “I take it this was a happy 


accident, and you have no knowledge of the indignity that’s being visited on my people.” 


“Friend,” said Sand, “you are beyond correct. Speaking for myself, I didn’t even 


know Unicorn Rats actually existed.” 


“Same here,” said Jaybo. “I thought you guys were just a legend.” 
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“T see.” Mario dipped his head. “Such beliefs certainly make this exploitation 


easier to perpetuate.” 


Dink leaned down towards the pedestal with an expression of professional 
intensity. “Listen, friend. I’m gonna need the full, comprehensive story. You may have to 
repeat it later, but I’ll try to get as good a recording as the acoustics down here will allow.” He 


pulled out a small, sleek recording device, aimed it at Mario. 


“He’s a detective,” explained Beauf. 


“Oh God damn it. Okay, yes, I’m a detective. I was put here to keep these idiots 


from getting up to any trouble, but it seems we have an even more serious matter on our hands.” 


“T dare say,” confirmed Mario. “A great deal more serious, though I may be 
biased, since it concerns me and my people. Friend detective, there isn’t a recently manufactured 
gravitron on the market today that isn’t essentially a slave labor-powered device. Unicorn Rats 
like myself are being abducted, trapped in planar snares, and our powerful psionic energies are 
being exploited for cheap power. As a neureaucrat, I was a prime candidate for abduction.” He 
plopped down onto a popcorn mound. “I should have taken more precautions. I can’t stop 
kicking myself for the laxness I displayed! Now, we’ve got to get word out to my family that 
I’m alright. But most of all, we’ve got to utilize my insider knowledge, and take the fight to the 


International Consortium lackeys who perpetrate this, and those who allow it to continue!” 


Jaybo, Sand and Beauf were besides themselves. “Yes, yes, yes!” Sand chanted. 


“Sounds grand,” Dagwood agreed, “but let’s hear what our friend has to say, 
before we get any flighty ideas. I’m Dagwood, by the way.” The rest of the group of humans 


introduced themselves in turn. 
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“Beauf, Pierre —um, Mr. Dinklidge if you’d prefer — Jaybo, Sand, Dagwood. 
Check. Well, not to jump to conclusions, but you all seem like a likely and worthwhile, perhaps 
even distinguished, group for me to deliver my narration to. There’s not much to tell, as far as 
the overall story. It’s quite simple — a bunch of guys came down to my home planet and nabbed 


me when I wasn’t paying attention. But the devil is in the details.” 


“How,” asked Dagwood, “has nobody heard about this? Why aren’t your people 


shouting it out across the universe?” 


“Friend Sand has commented that he had believed our people to be a mere fairy- 
story. Most of our people feel the same way about much of the universe outside our bubble. 
Comfort has made us complacent. We’re a reclusive race, and many dismiss out-of-hand the 
rumors of abduction and exploitation, as being simply too outlandish. It’s hard to explain to an 


outsider just how back woods and backwards our people can be. And we’re paying for it. 


“When I was grabbed, I was enjoying the aroma of the duff covering the forest 
floor a short walk from my home. We had relocated our little family - wife, older boy, little 
sister, grandma- and grandpa-in-law — from the Unicorn Rat home planet, which I won’t divulge 
for obvious reasons, to a heavily wooded moon in a system convenient to the neureaucracy 
branch office I reported to. With crime rising across the galaxy these days, especially in the big 
Consortium cities, we felt so fortunate to live somewhere we thought was totally safe. The kids 


loved being able to play outside. The wife was in heaven. 


“At the time of the capture, the kids were studying for their psionics finals. They 
were so sick of psionics. ‘Just because we’re Unicorn Rats, all we ever get to study is psionics.’ 


I felt like we as a people were typecasting our own children. I was stressed out from having had 
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to rush through a huge load of paperwork. Neureaucrats aren’t immune from plain old 
bureaucracy, unfortunately. I finally finished, felt how the lack of fresh air was getting to me, 
and stepped outside. Thankful beyond words to live in the natural woods, most natural of 
settings, I breathed deeply and walked. After awhile, I just stopped and lay down on the duff. I 


closed my eyes and sniffed the aroma all around me. And relaxed. 


“Tt was a short-lived repose. A shadowy presence hovered over me. I felt a slight 
notion of dread. I barely had time to open my eyes before blackness enveloped my 
consciousness. When I awoke, I was lying on the floor of some hangar, like an article of 
unattended baggage. A diminutive grey humanoid strode up to me. I recognized it immediately 
as one of the Consortium goons you see hanging out everywhere. I don’t know how they get 
grey. This one was dressed in a weird grey flannel suit with lots of big pockets, many of which 
seemed to be filled, God-knows-what with. It had a round face and wet, flabby grey lips, and 
round nostrils that faced outwards, as if prepared to shoot boogers at the world. It was bald, and 
regularly gave its’ cranium absent little pats. There was something disconcerting about the 


creature. 


“Well,” it said in a leisurely and aloof tone that Ill never forget, ‘I’m glad to see 
you up, Mr.- Botticelli is it?- and I welcome you to this important workplace. You’ve been 
selected for the vital task of helping power our gravitrons. We realize this is an unorthodox 
procedure, not up to the best industry standards, but as they say, desperate times call for 
desperate measures. I can only implore you to feel honored that you’ve been selected, and 
apologize that, for security reasons, we cannot inform your family as to your whereabouts at this 


time.’ 
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“As you might guess, I was gobsmacked by this speech, and indeed by my entire 
surroundings. I realized this was likely a space freighter hangar, due to the omnipresent 
humming and the apparent airtightness, with no trace of a single chink that could allow anything 
in from outside. For me to have been left lying around indicated that whoever these people were, 
they were so accustomed to the crime of abduction that they had developed a careless attitude 
towards it. Was it common to see other races nabbed as I had been? My mind immediately 
jumped to my psionic abilities. It’s a talent that is tragically rare with other species. If there was 
any reason to grab a humble neureaucrat, not even high-ranking in his organization, I almost 
instantly realized that would be near the top of the list. It was not hard, from there, to recall an 
article I had skimmed through once, in a doctors’-office waiting room, about gravitron 
manufacturing. I was and am no expert on engineering-anything, but I recalled that one of the 


materials they utilized was supposed to have some unique psionic-harmonic quality. 


“But I gave my clouded head a good shake and put such thoughts to one side. 
Speculation would have to wait. This was an emergency situation. ‘What in all of damnation,’ I 
asked the grey oddball, ‘have you done here? I need to get back to my family at once. They’re 
sure to be hysterical. Blast it all, there are proper channels to go through for this sort of thing. 
I’m sure what you’re asking for is a great honor to me, and I might have considered it, if it had 
been presented to me in good faith. But now the only way you can avoid serious legal 


repercussions is if you get me back home post-haste.’ 


“My obviously mountainous dander had little impact. Surely, the creature had 
heard all this before. ‘Mr. Botticelli,’ it said with a frown, ‘I understand your position. But the 
need is too great. Unfortunately, we have been forced to ensure that all legal forces are kept 


clear of our time-sensitive work. You will not have access to anything like that, but you will 
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have access to the finest cafeteria and exercise facilities that we could muster with our limited 


resources.’ 


“This is slavery,’ I said, grim realization dawning. 


“The grey creature drooped its’ head. ‘Politically charged language is not needed, 
good Botticelli,’ it intoned. ‘All will become quite comprehensible with time and thought. We 
need good psionics. What you likely don’t realize is that the store of purpo stalk necessary for 
the powerful psionic waves needed in gravitron manufacturing and maintenance has dried up. 
The gravitron might be the most accessible and cheap-to-make gravity controlling device on the 
market. That does not, however, mean that all of its’ components are as common as dirt. Purpo 
stalk, the rarest material needed, is an organic substance that can only flourish in caves with high 
background dream-field radiation. Naturally, many industrial-level projects have been 
developed to try to bring an abundant supply of the valuable material to market. A short while 
ago, however, the whole purpo stalk ecosystem was hit with a major shock. Apparently the 
fungus wasn’t understood well enough. A monoculture had been created. Even as demand 
continues to rise for gravitrons, a single virus was able to wipe out 89% of all industrial- 
agriculture purpo. That stuff is tough to grow, and tougher to grow in quantities. And it takes a 
good while. About five space seasons for a fully developed stalk, even on the most favorable 
planets with the quickest growing seasons. It’s often worth it to set up farms on cave planets 
where the stalks take nearly twice that length. The virus is mutating. Investors are crapping 


their pants. The clout of the International Consortium depends on pumping out gravitrons.’ 


‘“°T don’t give a shit about any of that,’ I explained. ‘Drop me back home. This is 


not acceptable.’ 
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“What followed was more interminable arguments, whining presented by my 
captor, that would be utterly tedious to recount. This was the attitude it presented to me every 
day. A short burst of thinly veiled threats, a novels-worth of lame excuses for their monstrous 
crimes. I was escorted by ship security- a pair of ugly, sharp-angled combat droids- through 
normal, clean space freighter halls, to a drab classroom that served as both indoctrination 
chamber and instructional forum for our future job, of being locked in a planar space on the brink 
of time, spending every moment directing our energies to the maintenance of gravitrons. There 
were six other Unicorn Rats in these classes. I couldn’t believe it. How had nobody heard about 
this? Were our leaders in cahoots? When the lengthy classes were over, we were taken 
separately to cramped holding cells. This was my entire world for what was probably about a 
space-month, but felt much, much longer. We inmates had no opportunities to get to know each 
other. Food was bland, nutritious enough to maintain something like good health. We were 


indeed able to exercise, which prevented total muscle atrophy. 


“At the end, we got our meaningless little diplomas, and the frightening combat 
droids directed us into a strange room full of blinking technicolor instrument panels. Lab coat 
wearing Consortium scientists swarmed around like bees, tweaking knobs and consulting 
clipboards. We were all scared shitless, I don’t mind saying it. At the center of the room was a 
big metal sphere, a chamber which we were directed into through an imposingly thick door. 
There were seven thick cords emerging in separate directions from the bottom of the sphere, 
perhaps one for each of our separate locations. I shudder to think that even now, my six fellows 
are almost certainly still trapped in their lonely planar prisons, working away on their thankless 
task. The door was closed and bolted behind us. Inside, it was dark, but not totally black. There 


were uncomfortable metal stools in a row around the center, seven in total, of course. Most of us 
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stood at first, too tense to move, but it was only a matter of time before we were all seated there. 
We tried to strike up a conversation, but it was too tense. A voice came in through some unseen, 
crackly audio system over our heads. It was the humanoid I had met when I was first nabbed. 
‘Alright, everybody relax. This is an exciting time, because you’re minutes away from your 
assignment. All that training is finally out of the way!’ Of course, this did nothing to reassure 
us. We didn’t have the horror that comes with not knowing. We had the horror that comes with 


knowing perfectly well that what was about to happen to us, was horrific. 


“Fittingly, after a few minutes that felt like several eternities, there was a loud 
noise of suctioning air from below us. Then, there was a brief but delirious sense of spinning, 
not at all pleasant, but over too fast to be really painful. There was unconsciousness, who knows 
for how long. I awoke in an abstract realm, a tiny world without emotion. It was like how 
people describe being plugged into cyberspace. I had always considered those accounts 
unreliable, since you have to be crazy to begin with to actually plug yourself into the cyber- 
matrix. Now, though, I saw that there was something very much like what they talked about — a 
vague visual sense of neon lines over a frozen darkness that was at once flat and deep, a feeling 
of smooth, mechanical floating. It was highly unusual. Here I was, just psionically maintaining 
the madness of the gravitron field generating algorithm, keeping it from caving in on itself. A 
properly prepared purpo stalk mixture would have done all this naturally, without suffering, not 
sentient in the way we normally think of it. Now, I was being treated like a fungus. It was 


madness. 


“And then, you came along. I can’t tell you how good it feels to have my 
physical sensations back. Here, sitting on this small pile of popcorn, I feel like a pro cyclist 


riding a bike again after a decade away from the double wheels — back on. But we can’t rest 
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easy. My captors have the highest connections. They’ve likely implemented security measures 
to detect escape, so that even now they may have several apprehender-combat droids speeding 
towards us. What say you, friends? Who will assist me on this important quest to inform the 


public?” 


Dink raised his hand. “All of us, friend Mario,” he said. “If my department isn’t 


corrupt, this will do wonders for my career. If it is corrupt, then fuck “em.” 


Dagwood nodded. “Everyone is in agreement. I have a getaway ship ready. 
Been keeping it handy since a month after I started this job. And Jaybo and her gang are expert 
celebrity criminals. That may sound like an oxymoron, but trust me, they know how to stay 


covert when they need to.” 


“That’s right,” said Sand. “I hate to say it here, but I guess I gotta get used to 
sharing things with the Dink over here- perhaps I'll retire from schemes when this is over! The 
fact is that we have some amazing black market cloaking tech. If we can just grab our stuff from 


our suite, Dag, we can probably wire it into your craft in a jiffy!” 


“Well what are we waiting for!?” Mario hopped off his popcorn seat with 
enthusiasm. “Is that go-craft there your method of transportation? Let’s get moving, and be out 
of here well before dinner. I’m gonna have the persistent willies until we’re well beyond this 


planetoid.” 


Beauf sighed. “It’s a lovely planetoid. I wish you had time to see it...” 


“Time aplenty,” cried Dagwood as they hopped into the kart, “once justice has 


been delivered!” 
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“Indeed,” said Dink, watching with care while Dagwood placed the inert 
gravitron in the cup holder and rapidly fiddled with the controls to send them cruising back up 


the ramp. “Easier said than done...” 


A lackey was waiting as they pulled back into the resort hotel proper. “Sir, we’ve got 


that hot new fungous hyperjazz quartet!” 


“Great,” said Dagwood, revealing no emotion. “You’re in charge of the music. 
Enact my absence plans. I have a family emergency I have to attend to, and I don’t know exactly 


how long it’ll take.” 


The lackey bowed. “Got it, sir.” They scampered off. 


Jaybo and crew hopped out of the kart, along with the unicorn rat. “You guys get 


your stuff,” said Dagwood. “Ill wait here. Dinklidge, do you have anything?” 


“Nope,” the Dink declared. “Just some worn-out clothes and an old toothbrush. 


Forget ‘em. I’d rather stay here and keep an eye on that inert gravitron orb.” 


“T’ll go with the Francseezie gang, if it’s alright,” said Mario. “I’d rather be 


where there are a greater number of eyes.” 


“Of course!” enthused Jaybo. The group scampered off with even greater speed 


than the lackey, borne on winds not of meticulous duty, but of enthusiasm for adventure. 


Dink and Dagwood sat in the kart, almost unmoving. “Say,” Dagwood said after 


a while, “where did you get the name ‘Potato’ from?” 


“T was eating a potato at the time,” explained Dink. 
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Dagwood nodded. 


Dink reflected. If it was all a setup, it was one in which they were taking him 
along, rather than getting rid of him. That could get ugly. They certainly couldn’t be setting him 
up, since that would be clear-cut entrapment. The Unicorn Rat would have to be either a co- 
conspirator, or a paid actor. Dink had also thought that Unicorn Rats were likely figments of 
myth, though he had no plans to admit as much, now that he knew otherwise. If this Mario guy 
was acting, he was good at it. That part about the horror of getting transferred to the planar 
pocket was damn convincing. Then again, Dink had obviously never had any other experience 
with Unicorn Rats. Could their legendary psionic talents help with acting? Psionics wasn’t 
Dinks’ specialty. Whenever he’d encountered it in the past, he’d been able to buzz an expert. 
Even then, he hadn’t seen it often. There were some powerful techniques in the psionic 


playbook. He knew that much. 


But no matter how effective psionics was, it didn’t account for what he was 
feeling. The suspicions had been forming in his mind long before now, so omnipresent that they 
were too easy to ignore. The Consortium smelled. He had detected that foul wind since before 
he really began working on the Francseezie posse. And when things were this rank, it was only a 


matter of time before the flies started to buzz. 


As the two continued sitting silently in the kart, their eyes orbiting an angular 
distance, the lackey came rushing back, breathing hard and visibly in an excited state. They put 
their hands on their knees as soon as they’d completed their sprint directly up to the drivers-side, 
but on the instant, they regained their composure, standing up straight and speaking loudly and 


clear, albeit with light panting here-and-there. “Boss. It’s a madhouse out there. A madhouse!” 
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“Stay calm.” Dagwood peered up, still relaxed, but clearly interested, his eyes 


taking on a piercing aspect. “Go through the occurrences step-by-step.” 


“T don’t know all the occurrences step-by-step. I just don’t know. What was that- 


that curious creature with you in the kart earlier?” 


“You mean Mario? Yeah, he’s just kinda short so you might not’ve noticed him.” 


“Well the old paparazzi conventioners must’ve got wind that Mrs. Francseezie 
and her crew are visiting. They had all snuck in at the same time, and were waiting to snap their 
ordinary paparazzi images when they saw Jaybo Francseezie and co. coming around the corner 


with that... foreign gentleman.” 


“Son of a mother fucking bitch.” 


“T was going through my usual rounds when I heard a hubbub. I went to check, 
and- am I the only one who didn’t know that Unicorn Rats were a real race? I had always kinda 
thought they were a myth. Anyhow, there was a crush of paparazzi in the main hall, all gathered 
around the little group, and outside the ring of paparazzi, resort guests were gathering, more and 
more of them. The word was getting around, they were dinging one another, bringing more in. 
At the center was this, this ‘Mario’ as you say, expostulating on something. Whatever he was 


saying was making the tabloid reporters extremely excited.” 


“Alright.” He turned to Dink. “You ready to check this out?” 


“Ready as I’ll ever be.” 
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After the notorious nervous breakdown at the Andromeda Galaxy venue, Percy Watkins 
had continued to play Tetris competitively for some months. It was out of a sense of not 
knowing what else to do. Like Dagwood, his mind, everything about him, was gradually moving 
on to other places. The key difference was that Percy wasn’t just growing tired of competitive 
Tetris, but of everything that had anything to do with Tetris. Pure love of the game itself was 
lightyears in the rearview scope. His skill continued, but without the zest to fully apply himself 
to a maturely conceived training regiment, it was just residual. He lived in apathy. His flip-out 
was destined to be more talked about than anything positive he would accomplish thereafter. He 
could never quite attain the level of a grandmaster, a Dagwood-in-his-prime. Even if he had 
wanted that with every fiber of his being, he could only scratch those heights on his absolute best 
day. The grandmasters lived on those heights every single day. The Tetris world didn’t need 
him. Increasingly, he didn’t need it. There was no point in shackling himself to a mediocre late- 
stage circuit career, or even a potential announcer position. These were easy answers, but at the 
point he was coming to, wasting away with such trivial occupations amounted to giving in toa 
sunk-cost fallacy. He had put many of the best years of his young life into the game, and it had 
brought him here, to the Kingdom of Peevishness. As he tried to gain more and more, he would 
only ever get less and less. But the tendrils of the game were diabolical. They had a way of 
wrapping around your ankles, holding on even after you thought you were sneaking out from 


their range of grasping. Subtly, he moldered away, with no route of escape. 


One day, after a minor forum at a small, informal gaming-fans conference, a 
reporter younger than himself came up to him. “Hey,” she had said, “I realize that this may be 
obnoxious, and please feel free to stonewall this line of inquiry. I’m writing a piece on the 


surprising number of relatively recent occurrences of nervous breakdowns, temper tantrums, etc., 
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at professional gaming events. Is it possible that you might like to share your own experiences?” 
She flinched slightly as she said the words, genuine apologeticism etched onto her features. “It 


could be an opportunity to put out your side of the story. If you wanted.” 


It was a perfectly ordinary request, yet it struck Percy. Nobody had asked him 
about the incident, or indeed talked about it within earshot of him, for some three space-months. 
Inspiration struck him almost simultaneous with the feeling. He nodded. “Yeah, I have no 
problem talking about it. That might be good. Like you say, like you say. One minor thing. 
When we talk and I tell you about the incident, could you also share with me some details about 
how you got into the reporting business? I’m thinking about trying to get a foot through the door 


myself.” 


The reporter had blinked. “Certainly. I’m no big shot in the industry, but I can 
tell you what worked for me. I’m sure you realize this, but don’t expect big creds. It’s probably 


similar pay to what you’re seeing doing these mid-size and smaller tournaments.” 


Again, Percy had nodded. When he’d been an over-enthusiastic brat, so long ago 
and yet as recently as last space-year, he had schemed day and night on how to make more creds 
with his gaming skills. Now he saw all that for what it was, a hollow diversion. He had no need, 
honestly no use, for much more than he was making now. And anyway, he was feeling the 
fatigue of many others, that the monetary system was still so dominant within the International 
Consortium. When he’d told the locals out in Andromeda and other Tetris hotspots what it was 
like to be an IC subject in the Milky Way, he had felt the well-disciplined restraint of their 
chuckles or chuckle-equivalents. Things were too damn primitive. As he matured, he found that 


chasing creds had nearly no appeal. He needed something more substantial. 
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Funny how things happen. Funny how that exact line of thinking led him down a road to 
this, to a position less substantial than almost anything, that made more money than anything 
else he had ever done. Had it? No. Nota bit. It wasn’t the line of thinking that had led him 
here, to his position as one of the top tabloidalists in the sector. His line of thinking had been 
correct. He had thought, for some reason, that becoming a top-level Tetris player, even if not a 


legendary one, had been a real challenge. Next to serious journalism, it was kidstuff. 


So he had settled in, first to easier jobs, then to cheesier jobs. Of course he didn’t 
set out to be a tabloidalist. Except for rare circumstances, those unusual sickos who are 
flamboyant in their sicko-dom, these things tend to happen gradually. After a few space-years, 
he found that he couldn’t keep claiming that he wasn’t specializing in such dreck, that it was 
simply all he could find. It was simultaneous with this realization, that he fully understood that it 
had only ever been an excuse to begin with. Then it had all seemed inevitable. To go into 
something that requires as much dedication and commitment as journalism, simply out of a 
feeling of lostness. Of course he would sink to the bottom. Why wouldn’t he? He batted back 
that feeling. It was never inevitable. He could accept that he was a tabloidalist brat, that he 
hadn’t truly transcended his old ways. But he couldn’t keep allowing himself to make such 


hollow excuses. He had done it all himself, had done it to himself, plain and simple. 


Cruising the galaxy in his sleek space schooner, he had finished following a 
bunch of empty leads. His mind boggled — how could you come up with multiple empty leads if 
you were a paparazzi? Literally just get one picture of a celeb’s armpit hair and it was a weeks’ 
work. Somehow, though, he was managing to come up dry on the easiest job outside of the 


opinion columns. He leaned back in his cushy captains’-recliner, breathing through his nose and 
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mouth, slowly and deliberately. Let things be. He would figure this out. He looked at the 
captains’ panel, the main screen. “Ship brain. Search classified database for nearest celeb.” At 


this point, he’d take anybody. 


There was a moment of silence. Then, the crystalline voice intoned, “Nearest 


celeb is located on resort planet ‘Merriweather,’ 32 parsecs.” 


Merriweather. Sounded familiar. 32 parsecs wasn’t bad at all. Quite fortunate, 
really, that anything was that close, with him being out in the middle of the sector 2 boonies like 
this. He’d been chasing after a false lead for the vacation-home of notable Gandolubdian tenor 
Arki Tentenubduah and his little family. He cursed the flanged face of that incorrigible snob, 
who was probably even now laughing through his too-numerous melodic nostrils at any 
paparazzo tabloidalist foolish enough to take the false lead. Percy had known the risk of 
following un-vouched-for leads, but the temptation had gotten him, and truthfully- this was what 


stung the most- he had had nothing better to do. “What celebrity is it?” he asked the ship brain. 


“Jaybo Francseezie and posse.” 


Francseezie. A pretty boring celeb, as far as he was concerned, but unusually 
dynamic for an heiress. Not an insignificant scoop from a tabloid perspective. Heiresses were 
often the dullest to cover, but there was a big audience for that kinda thing, and Francseezie was 
safely within the A-class of the group. With the insinuations that she and her cronies might be 
up to some ill-defined sort of mischief, there was a brat-pack aura about the group that tugged at 
the fans’ craving for sassy teen rebelliousness. Never mind that there could possibly be actual 
crooked crimes at the end of this tinsel tunnel. With a big, self-assured, sunny and open face like 


the one on Francseezie, who could believe that anything wrong was happening? Besides, no one 
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could prove anything anyhow. It all made for a combo of intrigue and breathless luxury audacity 
that carved out a distinctive niche on the celeb market, while the subjects of the fascination 
simply lay back and enjoyed themselves. That was how it looked on the outside, anyway. And 
if they were staying at what Percy was pretty sure was a sunny, tropical resort, there could be 
some nice envy-inducing luxury living pics. That was the kind of fantasy fodder that could buy 


him some pretty nice groceries. 


“Alright, comp. Zip us over to Merriweather.” Heck, some sunlight and fresh air 
could do him good anyway, being cooped up on this designer hunk of tin. It would be a sleepy 
little scoop, he was sure, if you could even call it a scoop. He just hoped he wouldn’t have to see 


a bunch of other tabloidalists. 


What he couldn’t have known, unless he had kept up with the most seemingly 
insignificant minutia of the paparazzo social machine, was that it was time for the annual gala 
meeting for the seedy Galaxy Sector 2 United Tabloidalist Association. A social club for a 
bunch of washed up and never-was sector 2 hacks, they booked Merriweather every space-year, 
choosing the sight due originally to a sentimental love by the then-club president for the 
Saarcogie Quartet, and now simply on the strength of tradition. A bunch of old guys, mostly 
retired or semi-retired, with breath that smelled like fungous Aldebaran cigars and eldritch 
Juuuvian hyper-oysters, sitting around talking about the good old days. All their relatives 
laughed about the way in which they always all brought their old camera equipment with them, 
to show off. It was as if they thought an actual celebrity scoop was going to come to them, 


materializing right in the lobby as they were all punctually rolling up to get checked in. 
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Despite the festivities, Percy had no trouble booking a room. He happily accepted 
the cheapest option, a small space which was quite pleasant, but would not have accommodated 
a tenth-part of the draconian needs of the Galaxy Sector 2 United Tabloidalist Association elders. 
So he had no idea what awaited him until he pulled his space-schooner into the hangar, got out 
and started walking around. And at first he had no idea what was awaiting him even as he 
looked right at it. It was that little time after you dock, getting acclimated to being on a planet 
again. What he saw was a bunch of old timers with photography equipment. A vintage camera 
convention? How pleasant. Once one left the hangar, with its buzzing droids and drab 
newsstand, one found oneself on a crowded, festive peer dotted with concession carts. The hotel 
displayed its fagade with regal architectural grace, a handsome if plain resort. All around was 
water, from which wild tropical foliage emerged, reaching mad tendrils up towards the 
mysterious navy blue afternoon sky. Percy stretched, paced the peer a bit, enjoying the mellow 
ambiance. He approached two human oldsters enjoying frozen lotus ices as they leaned against 


the stall of a nearby vendor. 


“Greetings, gentlemen,” he said, smiling affably. “Forgive my intrusion, but may 
I ask about your vintage camera equipment? I’m a bit of a camera connoisseur myself. ?ma 
tabloidalist, you see, and you have to know your stuff to get the top-shelf celeb pics, believe 


bd 


me. 


The nearest oldster squinted at him. “Son, what do you think this is? You wanna 
bring up tabloidalism? We wrote the book on tabloidalism. If you wanna make your mark, you 


better soak up the advice of any paparazzo here who’s willing to give any time to you.” 


Percy had to violently fight back the urge to break out in total hysterics. As it 


was, he realized that even at maximum restraint, he must look far too snarky for his own good. It 
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was just too impossible to completely mask his good humor at hearing this pitch-perfect 
performance. “Good distinguished personages, I must really apologize. I’ve been so wrapped 
up in my own affairs, I didn’t realize there was a convention made up of elder statesmen of the 


discipline, happening right under my nose. Are there many in attendance?” 


The codgers exchanged glances. “Apparently,” said the one who’d spoken 
before, “this kid is running the tabloid game in this part of this galaxy, and doesn’t even know 
about the Galaxy Sector 2 United Tabloidalist Association.” He let this conclusion hang in 


pregnant silence. 


Indeed, Percy had only heard that name very vaguely and briefly, doubtless part 
of some list of the many seedy washed-up tabloidalist clubs dotting the galaxy and, for that 
matter, the whole damn cluster. To attempt to keep up with all of them, even just those here in 
sector 2, was a fools’ errand. Perhaps if he ingratiated himself with these characters, he could do 
a humorous pity piece on the old guard of the business. He rather liked the idea. Even though it 
was, still, far from being real news, it was more substantial by half than the dreck he usually 
produced. Yeah... human interest stories. Maybe that was the ticket. He maintained an affable 
blandness, trying not to seem overly ingratiating. “The old Galaxy Sector 2 United Tabloidalist 
Association? I had heard you guys had been there for some big developments in the sector,” he 


lied. 


“Yeah, sure we were, kid,” the self-designated spokesman said rather sharply. 
“We made tabloidalism happen in this sector. ‘Some big developments’? More like all the big 
developments. You can’t talk about this sector without knowing about us, kid. C’mon. Get 


real.” 
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If Percy was going to shoot for a HI yarn, he realized, he would have to really 
develop the skill of not laughing. This was a trial by fire. He smiled, hoping his near-hysterical 
grin would be confused for socially awkward enthusiasm. “I’d love to get in on the real inside 
history,” he said, “but I don’t wanna keep bugging you guys. Are there gonna be any 


symposiums or anything?” 


“Every night for a week. Six thirty Merriweather time, after everybody’s had a 
chance to finish dinner. Main ballroom. Naturally, you don’t get to join the banquet at a real 
table. But if I see you around, I'll try and vouch for you as a tabloidalist guest reporter or 


something. Anything if there’s a chance to get the kids interested.” 


“Thanks.” Percy’s guts contorted with restrained mirth. “It’s a real honor. 


Maybe one day I’ll even be at one of those tables.” 


“Yeaaaahhhh. We’ll see about that, kid.” The oldsters returned on-the-instant to 


their previous, cryptically distinguished conversation. 


Percy turned to walk away. He noticed a flavored ice cup lying on the ground. 
How careless of people. He picked it up, and without having any idea of what he was doing, 


chucked it casually at the old-timers’ noggin, where it plinked off comically. 


The geezer turned. “The fuck are you doing!!” 


“T just thought,” said an oblivious and delirious Percy, “that I’d give your head a 
little tap, since it doesn’t seem to wanna start. Maybe your brain got malnourished from all those 
nasty fucking Juuuvian hyper-oysters, ya stupid old cunt.” He smiled, his consciousness not yet 
feeling the horror of catching up to what he had done, poised on the liminal brink between 


innocence and experience. 
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“You little shithole brat,” the oldster snarled through gritted teeth as he and his 
silent buddy advanced. “I’m gonna wring your fucking punk neck!” Hand outstretched like a 
“walking dead” from humankinds’ earliest cinema, he marched inexorably forward. “I’?M 


GONNA WRING YA NECK!!!” 


“Hold on,” said Percy, with a small grin born of nervous hysteria. “I was only 


joking. Sorry, I go too far sometimes.” 


But it was much too late. Like a true hivemind, the other wizened post- 
tabloidalists had quickly gotten wind of what was going on. Now, they were advancing in an 
unstoppable geriatric horde. Percy backed up. They advanced. He backed up some more. He 
began striding rapidly towards the resort entrance. “Hey, I just gotta get checked in,” he 
stammered tremulously as the mob brushed bony fingers within inches. “Then I'll explain. It’s 
all just a misunderstanding. Really it is. Sorry for tha miscommunications.” His lower lip, he 
realized, was quivering uncontrollably. His hand shook as it pulled his suitcase along. He could 
barely maintain his grip on the pull-handle — it was rattling around like a leaf stuck ina 
windowsill during gale-force gusts. The poor old people. Oh Lord of the Starfields, let it end. 


Let it be over and done with. 


He turned around, hoping for security, hoping for friendly checkout people that 
could dissuade this critical mass of smelly geezers from tearing him to shreds. What he saw, 
amazed him, and forced everybody to forget what they had been thinking about before that. A 


cool wave of invigoration washed over the paparazzo crowd. This- was it some kind of dream? 


Popular girl boss Jaybo Francseezie was dashing along with two of her cronies. 


Percy immediately recognized Sand Mathersis, the cunning importer-exporter, and thought the 
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other one must be Beauf Pinkly, based on the hairdo. Beside them, close to the ground, 
scampered a creature he recognized as an authentic, genuine Unicorn Rat. How many of those 
were even in the galaxy? An enigmatic race from a far-off cluster, some of whom had migrated 
to these regions, by unknown means, in the remote past, notoriously efficient neureaucrats and 
psychic technicians who were sought everywhere but rarely found. There were so few existent 
images, or any other forms of common evidence, that most believed them to likely be a myth. 
But in his capacity of journalist, even if fallen to the lowly station of tabloidalist, Percy had 
gained the understanding that they were real indeed. Now, he was facing one of them, in the 


flesh. And it was accompanying one of the most dynamic heiresses to ever dwell in the cluster. 


“That,” a Nebular Toad oldster yelled rather idiotically, “is a Unicorn Rat!” 


Percy was on auto. He walked up to the group, pulling his mini scope camera 
from his pocket with the speed of a quick-draw champion, snapping pics with one hand as he 
waved affably with another. “Hey, I’m a reporter, and I was just wondering if you guys have 
any comments for your fans about the exciting new dynamic in your group.” Well, that sounded 
really stupid, but hopefully it would get Francseezie talking. More likely the group would 


scamper off. He prepared to follow them down the hallway, snapping pictures. 


The four of them huddled for a brief moment. It was impossible to hear or detect 
what they were saying to one another. Then they broke, and the Unicorn Rat stepped forward. 
“Greetings,” it said in a dapper yet commanding voice, “good distinguished ladies and gentlemen 
of the press. I am Mario Botticelli. I won’t beat around the bush. My people are being 
enslaved. The purpose is merely to mitigate the slight economic inconvenience of a material 


shortage for gravitron parts. The International Consortium is corrupt, or at the very least, 
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infested with corrupt actors representing it. Please alert your readers, listeners, smellers, tasters 


and viewers immediately.” 


The main hall erupted with slow-mo geriatric hysterics. Vintage cameras of all 
sorts began buzzing away, getting pic after pic of this novel group with their novel 
announcement. Discussions cropped up all over, and the noise level increased, but Percy would 
not let himself be distracted from the scoop. Raising his voice over the yammering chatter, but 
careful not to yell, he asked, “What material, might I ask, is in so short a supply, that these fiends 


would commit crimes against your noble tribe?” 


“T don’t know about any tribes,” said Mario in a similar cadence and pitch, “but 
the material I was told we were the replacement for is purpo stalk. A challenging grow, to be 


sure, but nothing insurmountable.” 


The chatter increased. “Why,” said an exclamatory Nebular Toad, “my cousin 


Fizzissh has a farm with a purpo stalk haul that he says he’s struggling to get a fair price on!” 


A rather paunchy human who smelled especially of Aldebaran cigars, even by 
Galaxy Sector 2 United Tabloidalist Association convention standards, chimed in with “Tf that 
danged International Consortium tried incentivizing the inventiveness of hard-working ag 
specialists instead of plotting these crooked workarounds, we’d all be a lot better off!” This 
comment was met with massive approval from the almost uniformly retired conference-goers, 


who loved tales of working life and romanticization of hard work and inventiveness. 


“T couldn’t believe,” Mario declared loudly, bringing the cumulative noise level 
down slightly, “that I was abducted by folks claiming to work for us, the citizens of sector 2, yet 


who wouldn’t listen to reason. Their arguments are flimsy at best.” His small rat fist shot into 
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the air theatrically, and the cameras instantly obliged with innumerably pics of the moment from 
all angles. “What me and my comrades, mostly male, were subjected to next, boggles the mind. 
In isolation at all times except during the sessions of brainwashing and training for the degrading 
task ahead, we were then walked with no explanation into a horrific chamber, where a monstrous 
device forced us all into separate planar pocket prisons connected to the gravitrons of buyers 
who, presumably, were mostly or entirely unknowing of the evil through which their machines 
were powered. I tell ya, even though I know the International Consortium Apex Council is made 
up of multiple leaders from multiple races throughout the galaxy, I can never look at quaint 
human technology with the same affection I used to, now that I associate the crown jewel of 
human engineering with my being placed in shackles- in shackles- and I’m sure many others will 


feel the same.” 


During this spiel, the three honchos of the Francseezie posse had stood behind 
Mario, looking coolly out over the crowd like abnormally urbane bodyguards. Now, at this 
dramatic climax, Jaybo Francseezie leaned forward and down slightly, whispering something to 
the top of Mario’s head. He subtly nodded agreement. “Good members of the universal 
brotherhood of true and righteous journalism,” he said, “I will recount my harrowing experiences 
in greater detail at a not-far-off time. Right now, I have urgent matters to attend to, along with 
my truth-loving friends here. Please excuse us.” This announcement naturally set off yet more 
yammering and clamoring, of which Percy was at the head. And then, two almost simultaneous 


occurrences ratcheted up the pandemonium level. 


From the direction of the utility centers, retired Tetris legend Dagwood strode, 
along with an inconspicuous man that none in the mob knew was lawman Pierre Dinklidge, 


distinguished special agent of the International Crime Squad Humanity Division. This caused a 
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slight distraction, as Dagwood only rarely spoke to the attendees of the Galaxy Sector 2 United 
Tabloidalist Association, most of whom he found frankly irritating. If Dagwoods’ perspective 
could be gotten on the wild events happening at his very own resort, it could be quite a bonus to 


an already wild catch of a story. 


At nearly the same instant, a more menacing group burst through the main 
entrance. A small purple Mantis in an overcoat that seemed to defy the warm weather marched 
at the front of a line of sleek hoverdroids outfitted for police-style combat. “Everyone halt and 
stay in place!” the diminutive character called out with thin, pursed Mantis mandible-lips, using 
the intimidating presence of the droids to make its way through the jumble of unlimber bodies. 
“T’m an official with the International Crime Squad, working on behalf of ICAC. We’ve had 


reports of a fugitive in the area.” 


Dinklidge strode to the fore. “Funny. I haven’t heard anything about that.” He 
pulled out the small device that was his holobadge, clicked the button so that the bright, 
imposing projection was visible to all. “Pierre Dinklidge, International Crime Squad Humanity 


Division special agent. And you are?” 


The official looked slightly crestfallen despite their evident efforts to hide it. 


“That’s classified, on a need-to-know basis, pal,” it said. 


“T’ve never heard of such a thing,” Dink said scowling. “You say you work for 


the Council? If there’s a hostage in the area, why weren’t all pertinent agents informed?” 


“That,” the little Mantis snarled with ill-concealed malice, “is on a need-to-know 


”? 


basis! 
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“Surely,” Dink said, tipping his head back slightly, ““you can sympathize with my 
position. I’ve shown you my badge, but you’ve shown me no proof of your own authority. Any 
criminal that could scrape together the funds for some combat droids could just rush into any 


location and claim to be cops. Come now!” 


Dagwood stepped beside Dink. “The lawman is hard to argue with,” he said. 
“On what authority do you come in here and order my guests around? Please show your 


credentials, or I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” 


Percy pushed to the head of the mob, shooting pics and getting audio-video, 
operating his gear through pure muscle memory. The conscious part of his mind was wrapped in 
utter trance. Of course. That was where he had heard about Merriweather. It wasn’t just that a 
few celebs sometimes went there. He could hardly remember the names of every resort in the 
sector that a celeb might stop by. No. He had heard the name Merriweather, because that was 
where his old “rival,” Dagwood, was making his living. Well. It was a hell of a lot more 
dignified than being a tabloidalist. And as he snapped and snapped with his shiny, tiny new 
devices, the memories came back, all against his will, and it was too damn hard to bear. And just 
as he felt he was getting a hold on those memories, was getting them pushed back to a safe 
distance, Dagwood turned towards the crowd. He was saying something about the good people 
who visited the resort, his responsibility for their comfort and safety, etc., etc. And as he turned, 
almost immediately, he saw Percy. Percy had been slowly approaching the arguing group. At 
the same time, Dagwood had been inching towards the crowd. Now, they were a scant few feet 
from one another. At that moment, their eyes met. And those eyes locked onto one another. 


They locked. 
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“Let’s roll,” said Jaybo. The quartet was off and sprinting down the hall. 
“Unfortunately,” she explained pantingly to Mario as they ran, “it really is worth it to get the 


luggage, with the cloaking devices and everything.” 
“There’s a lotta cool gear in there,” Sand elaborated. “For crook stuff, mainly.” 


They skidded up to the elevator. Jaybo slammed the up button with her index 
finger. Her normal ultra-composed exterior willfully discarded, she chanted, “Elevator, elevator, 


c’mon, c’mon.” 
“What type of crook stuff?” asked Mario. 
“All sorts,” said Sand. “For freedom. Always and only, for freedom.” 


The elevator finally opened. A portly Aldebaraner waddled out with her two 
young pups. Barely able to prevent themselves from trampling the awkward family unit, the 
posse shuffled impatiently in. Jaybo slammed the 3“ floor button repeatedly, chanting, 


“Elevator, elevator, up, up.” 


“That’s good,” said Mario. “I like freedom. Really always been a fan, even 


before all this.” 
“T bet,” said Beauf, “getting enslaved makes you really appreciate freedom a lot.” 


There was a potent silence as the elevator hummed upward. Then Mario 


responded, “Yeah. Yeah, I suppose it does.” 
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Dagwood looked at Percy. Percy looked at Dagwood. The men looked at one another, 
and there was silence. Even the chatter of the conferencers died down. Nobody could express 


quite why they stopped talking. Just because two guys seemed to be looking at each other. 


Percy looked. And he felt waves of a certain potency, of a raw atemporal 
magnitude, which were so massive in their import that they seemed almost insubstantial, as if 


they’d gone full circle, becoming so heavy that they were, in a sense, light again. 
Apropos of nothing, he said to Dagwood, “It was the age of games, wasn’t it?” 


Dagwood looked at Percy, and his feelings, if anything, were deeper and more 
potent still. He looked, and nodding, said, “Yes. But the age of games is the age of 


meaninglessness.” 


Jaybo darted down the hall, followed closely by the rest of them, all practically gliding on 
their feet. The door to the suite opened at a tap. In their haste, all four adventurers rushed in. 
Everything appeared normal in the outer sitting room, the multimedia rumpus room. They ran to 
the bed chambers. There, in the dimness, the bags had been thrown on the bed, and were being 
rapidly riffled through by a small but sinister-looking multi-appendage spy class combat-ready 


hoverdroid. Sand screamed. 
“Holy shitcakes,” said Jaybo, “forget the luggage and let’s bolt.” 


Without thinking, she grabbed up Mario and retreated the way she’d come with 
more speed than ever. Sand and Beauf were directly on her heels. Then, the dreaded sound 


came. They had dared to hope the droid would prioritize its’ task with the luggage, rather than 
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give chase in what might be a fruitless pursuit. That hope was now dashed. Not far behind 
them, certainly not nearly far enough, a soft and threatening whirring could be heard. They 


knew it well. It was the whirring of droid-grade pain drills. 


“HALT,” the mechanical voice crackled, “OR TASER RAYS WILL BE 


DEPLOYED.” 


“An age of meaninglessness.” Percy sighed. “Yes. An age of games is a meaningless 


age, no matter the game in question. I learned that too late.” 


“Meaninglessness,” said Dagwood with the steady severity of an aged preacher, 
“of a sort, can be an asset in the right time, the right place, the right amount. Without it, life is 
imbalanced. When everything has meaning, we are madmen. But when meaninglessness 


defines an age, this is imbalance in the other direction.” 


“T learned all that,” said Percy, “through experience, before I was ready for it. 


And yet, too late.” 


Dagwood looked at Percy. Percy looked at Dagwood. Silence reigned again, and 
they looked at one another with unbreachable patience. That look was no empty look. In 


silence, the discussion entered its’ most fruitful phase. 


“The stairs,” Jaybo shouted, clutching Mario as if he were her baby, “THE STAIRS.” 


The posse continued its’ mad dash, but now it had the added strain of dodging 


cool blue taser rays which sizzled past them at semi-regular intervals. A beam grazed Beaufs’ 
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coiffure, eliciting an even shriller-than-normal shriek. As the gang descended the spiral stairs, 
they heard the droids’ pain drills hiss with intensifying anticipation. “MOVE,” Jaybo yelled 
unnecessarily. By the time they burst into the Ist floor corridor leading to the main hall, 


everyone except the tightly-gripped Mario was screaming constantly. 


The group sprinted at full tilt into the still-crowded area they had come from not 
ten minutes before. The hoverdroid, gliding along now almost at their tails, fired off another 
volley of taser rays. One went wild, striking a Galaxy Sector 2 United Tabloidalist Association 
codger. The poor woman fell floppily to the carpeted floor, jerking around like some alternate- 


universe mutant break-dancer. 


The strange silence was broken. Dagwood turned once again to confront the 
supposedly ICAC-sanctioned intruder. “Is this your spy droid?” he asked in unfeigned 


exasperation. “That thing just tased one of my guests!! This is outrageous!” 


“Oh, Hades,” the purple Mantis yelled, shaking its’ fists at the droid, “you’ve 


really done it this time, you incompetent bucket of bolts!” 


“Only a mediocre lawman,” Dink yelled above the renewed din, “blames his 
tools! Anyone who actually works for the International Crime Squad knows that you’re always 
responsible for the actions of any droids under your command. Is there anyone who can get that 


woman medical attention?” 


The woman continued to lie on the floor unmolested. “And anyone,” yelled the 
Mantis in a wailing hiss that grated on the nerves, “that has ever done any police work with 


droids, knows that they’re impossible to fucking control!” 
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“Oh,” Dink yelled back, “real fucking professional, buddy! You come in here 
with no ID, give no info to a relatively high-ranking fellow officer, and now you can’t even keep 
your own droids in line — and all you have are excuses that a green kid would be embarrassed by. 


I think I’m gonna need to talk to your supervisors.” 


The Mantis approached Dinklidge with measured intensity, shaking its’ finger 
rapidly at nothing in particular. “Listen to me, Dinklidge. I know your face and your work. 


You’re making a big mistake. This is not your beat and not your responsibility.” 


“Not my beat?! I’m already here on a case, you say that there’s a fugitive right 


where I’m located, tase an old lady, and then you tell me it’s not my beat?!!” 


“That’s it,” yelled Dagwood. “I’m calling the real police!” 


“This is a Goddamn mistake, Dinklidge,” the Mantis yelled at near-breakdown 


volume about the now manic crowd. “A GOD DAMN MISTAKE!!” 


As Percy captured all the mad action, darting from the tased lady to the screaming 
cops to the raucous crowd, he was in such a paparazzistic ecstasy that he nearly forgot about the 
memories and the discussion. This was magnificent tabloid gold, falling right into his lap. Even 
after the involuntary trash throwing incident, he bet the codgers’d let him write a human interest 
story on them now. He was still worried about the apparent degradation of his already-poor 
impulse control. But if stuff like this kept happening where he had the equipment ready to 
record it, he’d be able to again call himself a real journalist before long. The thought was 
unexpectedly exhilarating. It occurred to him that he hadn’t felt genuine pride in a long, long 


time. 
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Suddenly, he was directly facing the snarling little purple Mantis. It curled its’ 
mandibles snarlingly at him. Motioning to the vicious droids at the ready behind it, it hissed, 


“GET THOSE FUCKING CAMERAS OUTTA HERE!!” 


Percy snapped several pics of the apoplectic purple face. “Listen, buddy,” he said 
to the would-be authority figure, “there are a lotta old cameras in here. You’re gonna have 
trouble getting rid of all of them. Why don’t you answer some of my questions instead, to help 


clear up any misunderstandings folks might have.” 


“YOU DON’T TELL ME WHAT TO FUCKING DO YOU FUCK!!!!” the little 


fellow wailed in a torrent of steaming-hot green saliva. 


“Say it don’t spray it, pal,” Percy said in mock disgust. 


The Mantis pivoted, facing the droids with a commanding expression. “Fellas,” it 


said, “we are gonna have fun here. Listen carefully-“ 


Percy felt a tug on his shirt sleeve. He turned. It was Jaybo Francseezie. “Hey, 


we’re heading out. Wanna accompany us and get the full scoop on everything that goes on?” 


It was like a dream come true. Invited into a celebs’ inner circle! He didn’t even 
attempt to hide his enthusiasm. “Absolutely. Hopefully having press there will make you a 
slight bit safer, but there’s obviously no guarantee. I will have to leave my vehicle here for a 


while, I’m guessing.” 


“That’s no issue,” said Dagwood, who was now right besides them. “I’m going 
as well. Your vehicle won’t be disturbed. And everybody’s luggage will be here for them, 


whenever we get back.” 
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“If we get back.” Percy waggled his eyebrows. 


Dagwood nodded. “You’re too correct. Shall we head out now? My escape craft 


is waiting.” 


The group clustered together, as though connected by a hive mind — Jaybo, 
Dagwood, Percy, Mario, Sand, the enigmatic Beaux, and the Dink. A totally disparate cluster of 
people, yet they found themselves moving of one accord, out through the service exit. The 
purple Mantis finalized the instructions to the droids. “Go get ‘em,” they barked as they turned 
around- “Hey! Wait! You can’t just march out of here.” It advanced, flanked by buzzing and 
whirring droids. The crowd closed behind the Francseezie posse, didn’t afford the droid gang 


the courtesy of opening back up again. 


“Listen, you damn geezers!” From the Mantis’ looks, a blood vessel bursting was 


imminent. “Move over or you'll be the next to get tased.” 


An old Nebular Toad was helping the taser victim up, at last. They both turned at 
this affront. “You damn punk scoundrel,” the Nebular Toad belched, “the temerity you display 


1? 


aint merited 


“Yeah, you shit kid,” yelled another oldster, “don’t try comin’ in here sayin’ 
you're with the law, then threatening law-abiding senior citizens with droid taser rays! Even the 
most crooked cop I ever heard of wasn’t that bad. Officer of the law, phooey! Who you tryin’ to 
fool!?” The crowd advanced. The Mantis cradled its’ aching head, now realizing that this 
assignment would go down as an utter failure, a stain on its’ previously handsome record. But it 
was worse. Now, there was a horrifyingly real chance the International Consortium would get 


found out. And while nothing might happen at first, just give it time. ICAC would be smart 
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enough to know that when folks saw how the sausage was made, it was the beginning of the end 


for sausage sales. Even with the best marketing. 


The Dagwood getaway craft was a humble rocket-van, spacious but with minimal 
amenities. It was fortunate that Dagwoods’ love for spacious vehicles meant that there was 
easily room for seven people to stretch out. There was even a kitchenette, though Jaybo and 
company expressed the hope that it wouldn’t come to heating micro-folded meals from the 


planar pantry for dinner on a regular basis. 


“Tt might come to that,” said Dagwood. 


“T wish we had that damn cloaking device,” said Sand. “Then we could go some 


really cool places.” 


“Well,” said Dagwood, flicking switches in preparation for a hasty takeoff, “right 
now we can’t go anywhere secret that we might compromise the location of, since everyone is 
gonna be watching out for us. Nobody knows about this craft yet, but it’s only a matter of time 
before they do. Then they’ll likely find some cunning way to ensnare us. Maybe we better get a 


new cloaking device.” 


“Agreed,” said Jaybo. “And I bet I can set it up so that we can get one, discreetly, 
without even needing any of our old gear. Meanwhile, we can go around telling people the 


horrible truth about the gravitron business.” 


“Yes,” said Mario. “I too want to be able to go to these underground galaxy 


hideouts, to be able to enjoy some modicum of freedom, however provisional. But our main 
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goal is educating the masses. The tactics we used today won’t work forever, but they have 
proven able to keep us safe from villainous adversaries.” He looked out the window as the 
rocket-van burst through the water, then up into the pristine air, exiting many miles from the 


resort, hurtling into the navy blue void. The feeling of exhilaration was almost overwhelming. 


“Great,” said Sand. “I can’t wait. But where do we start? What’s the next stop 
on our itinerary? We’ve got to spread this news through the whole sector, the whole galaxy, the 


whole cluster — the whole of known space!” 


There was a long pause. Then Dagwood said, “I know a really good dineroid!* 
not far from here. If the chrono-engine is working properly on this thing, and I’ve tried to check 


it fairly regularly, we should be there in time for a fashionably late lunch.” 


“Sounds incredibly good to me,” said Mario. “I’m not a huge diner person, but I 


haven’t eaten real food in what seems like space-decades.” 
“T bet,” said Dink sensibly, “we could all use a bite.” 


The vans’ occupants nodded. “Alright,” said Dagwood, “dineroid it is. Step 
one.” He punched in the coordinates, and the craft blasted across space and time, spinning 


wildly into the blackness, towards stars twinkling with promise. 


'4 Colloquial portmanteau of “diner” and “asteroid”. 


